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ABSTRACT 
My dissertation presents a comprehensive study of the ways in which Chinese women seek 
to balance family and work obligations during the market transition from 1991 to 2011. I study 
family obligations arise from marriage, motherhood, and childcare arrangements along Chinese 
women’s life course, and how they impact on Chinese women’s participation in the labor force 
and involvement in the informal economy—jobs marked by long working hours, low wages, and 
little benefits. China experiences rapid economic growth and institutional re-structuring in the 
market transition where the gender equality legacies in the socialist era largely evaporate. Will 
family obligations erode women’s employment and economic well-being in the decoupling of 
social welfares from the state-owned enterprises and the declining state support of gender-equal 
policies in the workplace? By analyzing trends in women’s employment over time, I illustrate the 
institutional causes and consequences of women’s labor market attainment during Chinese market 
transition.  
 Data of this study come from the ongoing longitudinal China Health and Nutrition Survey 
(CHNS). I treat the CHNS as cross-sectional and use eight waves of the survey (waves 1991, 1993, 
1997, 2000, 2004, 2006, 2009 and 2011) with multilevel mixed effect logistic models and 
multinomial logistic models.  
 I find a negative marriage effect on women’s labor force participation which is significant 
only at the beginning period of marriage transition.  For women who are already employed, 
marriage does not necessarily lower their participation in the formal economy. There is a negative 
motherhood effect on women’s participation in the labor force and formal employment, which is 
the strongest for women with nursery age children (age 0 to 2). Childcare arrangements have 
significant impacts on women’s work patterns. Institutional childcare (such as nurseries, public or 
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private childcare centers) increases women’s likelihood of labor force participation and formal 
employment. Informal childcare (provided by kinships or neighbors) enhances women’s labor 
force participation, but its effect on women’s formal employment is less prominent. I find a 
uniformly increasing and significantly negative period effect on women’s labor force participation 
and their involvement in the formal economy, which expands from the mid-1990s to the mid-
2000s. Marketization intensifies the family and work conflict. It is increasingly difficult for women 
to balance work and family as market reform progresses.  
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CHAPTER 1: 
INTRODUCTION 
Chinese women have one of the highest labor force participation rates in the world during 
the decades following the founding of the People’s Republic of China in 1949, and maintain a high 
labor force participation rate in the early years after the market transition in 1979. But this high 
female labor force participation begins to decline in the 2000s, falling from 73.5 percent in 1990, 
to 71.2 percent in 2000, and then further down to 63.3 percent in 2016 (World Bank 2017). In 
particular, there has been a decrease in the labor force participation of Chinese women 25- to 35-
year-olds in the 2000 census, a prime age of childbearing and rearing (Maurer-Fazio, Connelly, 
Chen, and Tang 2011).   
This dissertation focuses on a straightforward question: Why are Chinese women less 
likely to work? Among all possible mechanisms resulting in women’s lower labor force 
participation, factors in the family domain are worth special attention. Experience in Western 
countries and East Asian societies such as Japan, South Korea and Taiwan showed the negative 
linkages between marriage, motherhood, caring young children and women’s labor market 
involvement (Bianchi and Milkie 2010; Brinton 2001; Yu 2009), indicating the significance of 
family obligations on women’s employment decisions. In Mao’s era, Chinese government used to 
provide comprehensive social services such as housing, dining, and childcare, helping women to 
participation in economic activities outside the family. In the reform era, the Chinese government 
is retreating from enforcing workplace protections and promoting women’s rights (Entwisle and 
Henderson 2000). The decentralization and privatization of the state-owned enterprises in the 
1990s erode the institutional mechanisms that used to internalize the costs of reproduction under 
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central planning (Cook and Dong 2011). The responsibilities for social reproduction and care 
return to the households.  
Given the Chinese context, will family obligations erode women’s employment and 
economic well-being in the decoupling of social welfare from the state-owned enterprises and the 
declining state support of gender-equal policies in the workplace? What are the possible 
mechanisms in the family domain that limiting women’s labor force participation? In addition, 
economic reform diversifies the labor market where private enterprises and joint-ventures grow 
rapidly. Jobs marked by a lack of written contracts and limited benefits increase dramatically. 
Marketization of the provision of social services may not only lessens women’s employment 
opportunities, but also limits their access to jobs with higher payments and better benefits. In this 
dissertation, I study trends in women’s employment from two perspectives: their participation in 
the labor force, and their involvement in the informal economy—jobs marked by long working 
hours, low wages, and little benefits. Each chapter examines a different aspect of family 
obligations and its effect on women’s employment in the context of Chinese market transition 
(1991-2011). 
Chapter 2 considers marriage effect on Chinese women’s employment. Entering marriage 
signifies the starting point of a life-long experience that involving substantial changes on the 
individuals and the family. Marriage interrupts women’s employment and shortens their working 
hours in western societies and East Asia. Family obligations vary across women’s life course, so 
that the discussion of marriage effect on women’s employment should take into consideration 
temporal variations of influences of marriage. Chapter 2 examines the effect of marriage in the 
transitional years of marriage by asking whether newly married women are more likely or less 
likely to participate in the labor market and work in the informal economy. Furthermore, do market 
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reform and institutional re-structuring lessened women’s employment opportunities and 
intensified women’s disadvantages in the labor market in their transition to marriage? This chapter 
focuses on single women and newly married women to the study.   
Chapter 3 studies motherhood effect on women’s employment. Similar to marriage, 
motherhood is also a dynamic and long-term process. Obligations associated with motherhood 
vary as children age. Women face intensive caring demands when children are very young, but 
care demands tend to decline when children grow older. Older children also tie to higher education 
costs and family financial needs. During marketization, does motherhood decrease the labor force 
participation of Chinese women? Are women with children more likely to seek the flexibility of 
informal employment? Does market reform impede women’s strategies concerning labor force 
participation? Chapter 3 examines the effect of motherhood at different life stages—measured by 
the age group of the youngest child—on women’s labor force participation and informal 
employment.  
Chapter 4 looks at the availability of childcare, a key factor in the employment of women 
with pre-school aged children. There is consistent evidence across countries that the ability of 
women with very young children to work is tied to childcare.  The absence of quality childcare 
options is viewed as pushing women into part-time work or exiting the labor market. The 
availability of public childcare centers or informal childcare support from the kinship can facilitate 
the employment of women with pre-school aged children. Does the availability of childcare 
arrangements facilitate Chinese women’s employment? Is there any difference between 
institutional childcare and informal childcare? Does market reform alter the distribution of Chinese 
women’s childcare arrangements thus lessen women’s employment opportunities? Chapter 4 
studies shift in Chinese women’s childcare arrangements and its effect on women’s employment, 
4 
specifically changes in the usage of institutional childcare and informal childcare in the context of 
shrinking state support of public childcare programs during market transition.   
Data of this study come from the ongoing longitudinal China Health and Nutrition Survey 
(CHNS). It provides presentations of rural, urban, and suburban areas in China varying 
substantially in geography and economic development indicators, collecting data on individual, 
household and community levels with information on Chinese women’s occupational and family 
behaviors in great details. The original survey in 1989 applied a multistage, random cluster 
approach in eight Chinese provinces (Liaoning, Jiangsu, Shandong, Henan, Hubei, Hunan, 
Guangxi, and Guizhou) to select a stratified probability sample. Two cities (one large, and one 
small) and four counties (one with high income, one with low income, and two with middle income) 
per province were selected. Two urban and two suburban communities were randomly selected 
within cities; one community in the town and three rural villages were randomly selected within 
counties. In 1997 the CHNS added in Heilongjiang Province. Liaoning Province did not participate 
in the 1997 survey but re-joined the survey from the year 2000. The last survey in 2011 added in 
three largest municipal cities in China (Beijing, Shanghai, and Chongqing). The provinces 
included in the 2011 survey covered 47 percent of Chinese population (based on the 2010 census). 
By the year 2011, the CHNS included 27,447 individuals from 5,884 households (Zhang et al. 
2014). 
In this dissertation, I use eight waves of the CHNS from 1991 to 2011 (waves 1991, 1993, 
1997, 2000, 2004, 2006, 2009 and 2011) as the ever-married women questionnaire collecting 
women’s family formation and fertility history was initiated in 1991. The twenty-year period from 
1991 to 2011 enables a careful investigation of family to work relationship in China over a long 
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period, facilitating the assessment and comparison of women’s employment strategies under 
different social and economic policies. 
Ideally, to study the linkages between marriage, motherhood, caring young children and 
women’s employment shifts would employ the CHNS with a longitudinal design.  However, 
several shortages of the CHNS limit using it as longitudinal. (1) Since the 1997 survey, the CHNS 
recruited new participants if a community had less than 20 households or if former participates 
separated from their original family to form a new household. Participants who left in one survey 
year may move back in a later survey year. Attrition relative to the 1989 primary sample is around 
60 percent (Popkin et al. 2010), while new provinces and municipal cities added in year 1997 and 
later waves further complicate the attempt to track the same group of women in multiple years. It 
is hard to capture a convincing number of women who (experienced marriage or childbearing and) 
participated in the same waves using the CHNS data. (2) Another issue is associated with China’s 
marriage and fertility patterns. China’s total fertility rate is below 1.5 since the 1997, which 
continues to drop in recent years of market transition (World Bank 2016). There has been a trend 
of increasing mean age at first marriage in China since the 1970s, associated with a drop of the 
first birth interval where most women give first birth within two years of marriage (Löfstedt et al. 
2005; Wang and Yang 1996; Zheng 2000). Chinese women experience marriage and motherhood 
in a relative compact period so that it is difficult to capture the behavior of marriage or childrearing 
of the same group of people along multiple waves. (3) Further, although the CHNS provides 
information on women’s marriage history and birth history, it does not include work history. 
Information on women’s working status is measured only at the time of the interview, so that it is 
impossible to re-build a longitudinal data structure with full marriage, birth, and work history using 
information collected from only one survey year. If I try to re-build a longitudinal data using 
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several waves of the same individuals, then I encounter problem (1) again as selecting the same 
waves for the same group of individuals lead to the issue of small sample size. 
To deal with these problems, I treat the CHNS as cross-sectional and select only one wave 
for each respondent. According to the specific theme of each chapter, I choose three different 
samples of the CHNS dataset for three chapters. Chapter 2 studies marriage effect at the transitional 
years of marriage, so I choose women who were married within four years before their interview 
into my sample. I select the interview closest to the marriage date for women taking interviews 
more than one time within four years of marriage. For never-married women, I choose their last 
wave of attendance allowing maximum marriage possibilities. Chapter 3 studies motherhood effect 
along the life course. I include the last wave of attendance of women who are currently married 
into my sample. Chapter 4 discusses effects of childcare arrangements, so I choose women living 
with their youngest children who are under six years old into my sample. For women observed 
more than one time, I choose their latest attended wave with the youngest children under six.  
These three substantive chapters present a comprehensive study on the family and work 
relationship along Chinese women’s life course in a period of rapid economic growth and 
institutional re-structuring. My dissertation studies three aspects of family obligations (associate 
with marriage, motherhood, and childcare arrangements) in a country undergoing dramatic 
demographic shift with a rapidly aging population and a low fertility level for decades. Most 
research on work and family discusses effects of marriage, childbearing and childrearing on 
women’s employment in a western context (mostly in the United States and the West Europe) 
(Cooke and Baxter 2010; van de Lippe and van Dijk 2002). In these countries total fertility rates 
are near, or close to replacement level (World Bank 2016). Various East Asia societies have low 
fertility rates since the mid-1980s (World Bank 2016). But a smaller number of children does not 
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necessarily lead to more employment opportunities for mothers. Women in Japan, South Korea, 
and Taiwan all experience lower employment rates upon marriage and childbirth (Brinton 2001). 
China’s total fertility rate is below 1.5 ever since the year 1997. China differs from other East Asia 
societies in that its low fertility level is resulting from not only an increasing female education and 
a rapid economic growth but also a state-level rigorous family-planning policy and a restructuring 
economic system. Using China as a special case, my dissertation contributes to the study of work 
and family in the low-fertility context. 
This dissertation also adds to the study of welfare state formation and the transformation 
of family-friendly policies during a period of social change. A large literature on welfare states 
studies how social contexts influence women’s labor force decisions in the U.S. or in the western 
European countries, where a significant amount of women were not in the paid labor force. On the 
contrary, China and other former-socialist countries have high rates of female labor force 
participation in the beginning period of market transition. The socialist welfare institutions and 
social policies advocating gender equality in the workplace lose support from the governments and 
largely diminish during their market transition. Post-socialist reforms change the patterns of 
inequality and the nature of the labor market, resulting in the reconstitution of gender relations and 
the renegotiation of the boundaries between family and work (Glass 2005; Rudd 2000). China 
experiences high-speed economic development and a rapid accumulation of wealth in the market 
transition, but the distribution of economic growth is highly gendered. My study on changes in 
Chinese social policies during market transition and the consequential gendered patterns of work 
offers novel concepts for understanding the reconstitution of gender relations and the welfare states 
in a broader perspective.  
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Lastly, my dissertation adds to the growing literature of bringing the family to the 
discussion of gendered labor market outcomes during Chinese market transition. Current research 
on Chinese market economy points out an increasing industry- and occupation-based gender 
segregation. Women are squeezed out of industry sectors with high earning growth (Shu 2005). 
The gender gap in payment, which was stable in early period of market reform (Shu and Bian 
2003), shows a marked enlargement after 1993 when the state conducted a hands-off policy on 
gender equality in the workplace (Cohen and Wang 2009). Few of these studies indicate the 
linkages between family formation and women’s labor force participation. Chinese women’s 
employment decisions embed in a multi-institutional relationship among gender, family, state and 
market. Examining labor market forces and women’s employment without a careful investigation 
involving family obligations and state social policy transformation could only tell part of the story. 
Changes in the official gender ideology, the state’s support of gender-equal policies in the social 
and economic sphere, the provision of social welfare from the employers and the labor market, 
and the involvement of individual households in the care economy all contribute to Chinese 
women’s unique work experiences in the reform era. The following chapters study effects of 
Chinese women’s family obligations from their marriage, childbirth, and caring young children on 
their employment in a period of expanding gender inequity in the economic and social spheres. 
Understanding the dynamics and consequences of such dramatic changes is the focus of this 
research.  
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CHAPTER 2: 
EMPLOYMENT AT MARRIAGE TRANSITION 
Chinese women have one of the highest labor force participation rates in the world during 
the decades following the founding of the People’s Republic of China in 1949, and maintain a high 
labor force participation rate in the early years after the market transition in 1979. The Chinese 
government served as both the primary employer and a powerful advocate for women’s rights in 
the pre-reform era, facilitating women’s involvement in the labor force (Lee 1995). But this high 
female labor force participation begins to decline while China’s economy grows dramatically in 
the post-reform era, falling from 72.7 percent in 1990, to 70.7 percent in 2001, and then further 
down to 63.5 percent in 2010 (World Bank 2016). In comparison to men, post- reform Chinese 
women are less likely to work in high earning industrial sectors, less likely to change jobs for 
career advancement, and laid off disproportionally (Cao and Hu 2007; Shu 2005). In particular, 
there has been a decrease in the labor force participation of Chinese women 25- to 35-year-olds in 
the 2000 census, a prime age of family formation and childrearing (Maurer-Fazio, Connelly, Chen, 
and Tang 2011).   
Current studies on Chinese women’s employment document women’s discrepancies in 
human and political capital, and various forms of gender discrimination in the labor market (Cohen 
and Wang 2009; Giles, Park and Cai 2006; Shu 2005). Few studies focus upon the linkages 
between family obligations (those associated with marriage, housework, or childrearing) and 
women’s employment decisions (Entwisle and Chen 2002; Maurer-Fazio et al. 2011; Parish and 
Busse 2000; Zhang and Hannum 2015; Zhang, Hannum and Wang 2008). Among limited studies 
examining family to work impacts, researchers tended to treat marriage (or motherhood) as a time-
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invariant static status, paying scant attention to the temporal variations of family responsibilities 
that unfold along the life course (Cheng 2016). Marriage is an event signifies the starting point of 
a long-term, dynamic interaction among family, gender, work, labor market, and the state. A 
careful investigation of marriage and its effects shall take into consideration the varying nature of 
marriage influences at different life stages.  
Studies of women’s employment in Western and East Asian societies (Japan, South Korea, 
and Taiwan) confirm the negative effects of marriage on women’s employment decisions across 
different social settings. Marriage interrupts women’s employment, shortens their working hours, 
and lowers lifetime earnings (Brinton 2001; Cheng 2016; Drobnič, Blossfeld, and Rohwer 1999; 
Pettie and Hook 2005; Raymo and Lim 2011). Studies of the Central and Eastern European 
countries found that gender-equality legacies from the communist era, including high female labor 
market participation and relatively equal payment between men and women, diminish during 
marketization (Pollert 2005). The Chinese government is retreating from enforcing workplace 
protections and promoting women’s rights in the reform era (Entwisle and Henderson 2000). It is 
highly likely that marketization within the world’s largest developing country is generating similar 
challenges for women in China. 
How does marriage affect Chinese women’s employment opportunities between 1991 and 
2011? I study trends in women’s employment from two perspectives: their participation in the 
labor force, and their involvement in the informal economy—jobs marked by long working hours, 
low wages, and little benefits. Marriage unfolds a dynamic and long-term life course experience, 
and its impact on employment is varying and long lasting. In this chapter, I give special attention 
to the early stage of marriage effect by analyzing women in the marriage transition, that is, 
comparing never married women with those be within four years of their current marriages. In 
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addition to marriage, variations associated with social experience at different age groups (age 
effects), shifts in social and economic policies during market reform (period effects), and 
differences of shared life events across groups of people (cohort effects) all contribute to Chinese 
women’s employment decisions. I utilize a Hierarchical-Age-Period-Cohort (HAPC) model (Yang 
and Land 2013) to control for different contributions of the social, historical and environmental 
factors in the complex of Chinese market reform. 
In sum, this chapter examines the following questions. Does entering marriage decrease 
Chinese women’s employment opportunities?  Are newly married women more likely to seek 
informal jobs with lower payments and less security? Do market reform and institutional re-
structuring lessen women’s employment opportunities and intensify women’s disadvantages in the 
labor market when they make the marriage transition? By answering these questions, this study 
contributes to a more detailed understanding of the connection between women’s employment 
decisions and family formation, and how such connection is constrained by economic development, 
demographic shift and structural social changes.  
THE ENTANGLEMENT OF GENDER, MARKET, FAMILY AND STATE 
The discussion of marriage and work contains “multi-institutional relationships among 
families, states and markets that are gendered in locally specific, temporally dynamic, and 
systematically meaningful patterns” where gender works “as a structural inequality related to other 
inequalities” (Ferree 2010: 421). In the context of Chinese market transition, shifting gender 
ideology in the workplace and inside family, temporal variations of gender-equal policies in the 
social and economic sphere, the provision of social welfare from the employers and the labor 
market, and the involvement of individual households in the care economy all contribute to 
Chinese women’s unique work experiences in the reform era. The nature of the labor market has 
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changed after reform, following by the renegotiation of the boundaries between family and work 
(Rudd 2000). As institutional supports for gender equity from the Chinese government evaporate 
in the market reform, the relative gender equality of state socialism is at risk. It is important to 
place studies of Chinese women’s employment at the intersection of gender, market, family, and 
the state.  
Family to Work Conflict 
One major source of labor market gender disparities that associates with marriage is the 
family to work conflict, in large part due to the increasing need for dual-wage earners in the family. 
From the mid-20th century, married women in advanced industrialized societies increasingly left 
their home to pursue waged work. Although women have made progress in previously male-
dominated professions, activities and jobs traditionally dominated by women remain undervalued 
and badly rewarded. Society fails to treat housework and child rearing—mainly done by women—
as public goods and support those doing so with state payments (England 2010). Consequently, in 
spite of increases in men’s participation in the unpaid work at home, married women remain the 
primary caregivers inside family (Hook 2006; Sayer 2005). Role pressures from work and the 
family are mutually incompatible, generating work-family conflict (Greenhaus and Beutell 1985). 
Studies in Germany and the United States confirm that the entrance into marriage increases 
women’s transitions from full-time employment to not working (Drobnič et al. 1999). Pettit and 
Hook (2005) find that being married is negatively associated with women’s employment 
opportunities in the Czech Republic, Italy, the Netherlands, Poland, Russia and the United States. 
Men usually enjoy a significant wage premium after marriage, while married women have a much 
smaller wage premium or even a wage penalty (Budig and England 2001; Cheng 2016).  
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Women in East Asian societies such as Japan, South Korea, and Taiwan experience 
stronger family to work conflict than their counterparts in the western countries. Brinton (1993, 
2001) finds their labor force participation similar to American, Swedish, French and German 
women in their early twenties, only to fall markedly lower with the onset of marriage, forming an 
M-shaped pattern of labor force participation that decreases at the time of marriage and childbirth 
and then recovers at children’s school age (Brinton 2001). Married women not only suffer from 
lack of job opportunities but also face segregation from economic sectors with better payments 
and work benefits. The large majority of married women in Japan work in low-skill “part-time” 
jobs with working hour similar to full-time employment but paid much lower with little or no 
opportunities for advancement (Yu 2009; Raymo and Lim 2011). 
Motherhood  
Motherhood is another factor associated with family formation that impedes women’s 
employment opportunities. Women with children are associated with substantially lower rates of 
employment; they tend to work part-time or “opt out” of the labor force, particularly when children 
are young (Bianchi 2000; Misra, Budig and Moller 2007; Percheski 2008). Nieuwenhuis and van 
der Kolk (2012) in their study of 18 OECD countries found that during the complete period from 
1975 to 1999, mothers in nearly all countries are less likely to be employed than childless women.  
Education 
Studies in most industrialized countries confirmed the positive effect of education on 
women’s employment (McLanahan 2004). Increasing educational investments stimulate women’s 
participation in the labor market (Blossfeld 1997). Those with higher educational attainment have 
more human capital and are more likely to work, less likely to exit full-time employment, and 
more likely to reenter the labor force (Cooke and Baxter 2010; Jaumotte 2003). But such positive 
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educational effect is not universal, depending on temporal interactions among local institutions. 
For example, Park (2013) find a large proportion of Korean women withdrew from the labor force 
upon marriage despite a comparably high educational attainment. Japanese women with a 
university education are both more likely to remain in the labor force and less likely to re-enter the 
labor force relative to less educated women (Raymo and Lim 2011), indicating the complex 
dynamics among multiple institutions in determining women’s employment decisions.  
Measurement of Employment 
 Researchers study women’s economic activities in various ways, showing negative 
marriage effect on women’s involvement in the labor market in different aspects. Some study 
women’s participation in the labor force (Drobnič et al. 1999; Pettit and Hook 2005) as a general 
indicator of women’s economic activities and their access to earnings. Others look at changes in 
women’s working hours upon marriage, such as women shift from full-time to part-time jobs after 
marriage (Yu 2009), or their return from non-employment to part-time jobs when children grow 
older (Brinton 2001). It is worth noticing that there is a large variation in the share of part-time 
jobs in total female employment across countries (Blossfeld and Hakim 1997). There is also a huge 
range of working hours under the name “part-time” work, from weekly hours a little shorter than 
regular full-time jobs to marginal work as few as less than 10 hours weekly (Hakim 1997). In 
countries such as Germany, Britain, and the U.S., women working few hours per week more often 
receive no fixed income, less training, less job security or social insurance (Hakim 1997; Tijdens 
2001). In Japan, a large majority of middle-aged “part-time” working women are also paid much 
less with no job benefits, but they have to work similar hours to full-time jobs (Raymo and Lim 
2011; Yu 2009). The International Labor Organization (ILO) recognize employments that are 
temporary, lack of formal contracts, with limited support on social insurance benefits or job 
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protections as informal employment, characterizing by a lack of stability or security (Hussmanns 
2004). Most part-time work is in the secondary labor market with low skill requirements, low 
wages and benefits, and limited opportunities for advancement. It is an important form of informal 
employment. In this chapter, I study women’s participation in the labor force in general, and also 
their involvement in the informal economic sector. By expanding my focus from working alone to 
include informal employment, I contribute to a more comprehensive understanding of women’s 
employment in the context of the family to work conflict.   
Transition to Marriage 
 Previous researchers also measure marriage in various ways. Some treat marriage from a 
static approach (Cheng 2016), assuming a time-invariant marriage effect across years of marriage. 
These studies classify women into different marital groups, usually married versus unmarried 
(Brinton, Lee and Parish 2001; Drobnič et al. 1999; Pettie and Hook 2005; Yu 2009). Other 
scholars have attempted to improve the understanding of marriage through the inclusion of overall 
duration (Yu 2002; Yu 2006; Raymo and Lim 2011). These approaches fail to account for the 
temporal variations of any marriage effect over a long stretch of lifetime. Marriage is a major 
turning point involving substantial changes in a lifelong process (Elder, Johnson, and Crosnoe 
2003; Mayer 2009) so that one person who just get married would experience marriage effect 
different from another person married multiple years. The dynamic and long-term nature of 
marriage require studying marriage and work relationship from a life-course perspective. In this 
chapter, I include a focus on the temporal variations of marriage effect along the life course by 
paying special attention to marriage and work relationship in the transitional period and early years 
of marriage. Studying the beginning of any marriage to work effect can add in a time dimension 
to our existing family to work theories.  
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CHINA IN ECONOMIC TRANSITION 
“Smashing the Iron Rice Bowl”  
China begins its market reform in 1979, transitioning from a planned to a market-oriented 
economy. Market reform lead to rapid growth of industrial and services sectors, expanding job 
opportunities in the prosperous yet competitive private enterprises and joint-ventures. To increase 
the employment flexibility and enterprise autonomy, the National Labor Law in 1994 introduces 
fixed-term labor contracts into the employment system. The 1994 Labor Law is designed to end 
the lifetime employment guarantee under the planned economy, and to ensure increased worker’s 
rights under the market economy. However, given a large surplus labor in the Chinese market and 
the lack of effective enforcement by local regulatory organizations, it in fact facilitates the layoff 
of existing workers and the recruitment of new “short term” entrants (Gallagher and Dong 2011). 
It smashes the socialist “iron rice bowl”, raising labor market insecurity and generating an informal 
labor market, marked by a lack of written contracts, short-term assignments, and limited benefits 
(Gallagher, Lee, and Kuruvilla 2011). By 2007, only 50 percent of all urban employees possess 
signed contracts with their employees, and within those with contract, 60 to 70 percent were for 
durations of one year or less (Friedman and Lee 2010). High working intensity, low wages and job 
security, and a lack of labor rights and social security protections make informal employment a 
less desirable choice. Past studies classified Chinese workers without formal contracts, family 
workers, temporary workers, community workers, workers without certain payment, self-
employed workers, and those working in family businesses or individual enterprises as informally 
employed (Cai, Du and Wang 2008; Chen and Hamori 2013; Park and Cai 2011; Wu and Cai 
2007). In the Chinese context of market transition, shifting gender ideologies, changing gender-
equity policies, lower provision of social welfare from the employers, and the increasing demand 
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for household care all contribute to Chinese women’s unique work experiences in the reform era. 
These challenges drive many women into the informal section, particulary the oldest, youngest, 
less educated, and internal migrants (Park and Cai 2011) 
Marriage Patterns in Nowadays China 
Chinese marriage pattern shifts as the society changes. There is a general pattern of 
delaying marriage in China where women’s mean age at marriage increases from 22.4 in year 1980 
to 24.7 in year 2010 (Jones and Yeung 2014). Only 2 percent of women ages 15 to 19 years are 
married, 5 percent of women are still single at age 30-34, and by age 35-39 almost all women are 
married (Jones and Yeung 2014; Ji and Yeung 2014). Marriage is still nearly universal in China 
yet much more concentrated in the 20s. Young women with higher educational attainment are 
more likely to postpone their marriage, and more likely to remain single at 30s than their less-
educated counterparts (Yu and Xie 2015). Chinese marriage pattern is still under the traditional 
pressure of hypergamy (Mu and Xie 2014), which may partly contribute to a lower likelihood of 
marriage entry for women with college education.  
Chinese Women at Work 
The official Chinese Communist ideology on women’s liberation argued that the general 
social emancipation for women was primarily dependent on enlarging women’s economic role 
outside the family (Johnson 1983). In the pre-reform era, the Chinese government served as both 
the primary employer of the urban labor force and an advocate of women’s right in the workplace, 
providing comprehensive social services such as housing, dining, and child care through the work-
unit system (Lee 1995; Stockman 1994). Employment among work-age women was not only 
encouraged but expected by the state (Whyte and Parish 1984). Women appeared to internalize 
such ideology and rhetoric of working to improve their status (Maurer-Fazio, Hughes, and Zhang 
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2007). In this context, with access to mass labor participation and mass education, Chinese women 
had a high female labor force participation before market reform. 
In spite of increased educational attainment and progresses in the workplace for women, 
the Chinese “gender revolution” of the socialist era never alters gender relations in the private 
sphere of family and traditional gender norms (Whyte and Parish 1984). The incompleteness of 
the gender revolution was less noticeable in the pre-reform era when the work-unit system shared 
some family responsibilities in a structural way. Starting in 1979 the Chinese government shifts 
from advocating a socialist central-planned economy to a capitalist modern market economy. The 
government retreats from its commitment to socialist ideology and its support of social policies 
promoting women’s rights in the workplace (Entwisle and Henderson 2000; Maurer-Fazio et al. 
2007). Coinciding with this retreatment is a resurgence of traditional patriarchal Confucian values 
in the society, where couples still adopt a breadwinner-housekeeper division of labor inside family 
(Zuo and Bian 2001). Young men report a less egalitarian gender ideology than earlier generations 
and their female peers (Pimentel 2006). Increasingly, the Chinese media uses an individualistic 
approaches to frame gender issues, concealing structural gender discriminations in the society (Sun 
and Chen 2015). Without the state’s support of gender-equal employment policies, autonomous 
employers are free to follow preferences for male workers over female workers to minimize costs 
of maternity and childcare (Summerfield 1994). As a result, the female labor force participation 
rate declined nearly 9 percent from 72.7 percent in 1990 to 64 percent in 2014 (World Bank 2016). 
Scholars also find increasing industrial and occupational-based gender segregation (Dong et al. 
2007; Shu 2005), expanding gender gap in payment (Cohen and Wang 2009), and disproportional 
laid-off of female workers during the period of privatization of state-owned enterprises (Giles, 
Park, and Cai 2006). Women’s position in the Chinese labor market is deteriorating.  
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Marriage and Work in China 
Most of the current research on gender and labor market outcomes in China does not focus 
specifically on family to work effect in the context of economic reform. Nevertheless, there are 
some studies pointing out possible linkages between family obligations and women’s labor force 
participation in the reform China. Maurer-Fazio et al. (2011) find labor force participation rates of 
married women aging 25 to 50 in urban areas drop from 86 percent in 1982 to 77 percent in 2000. 
Zhang et al. (2008) using their sample from 2001-02 five-city survey show that the significant 
disadvantages in gender payment gap are driven by married women and mothers, indicating that 
focusing on women’s disadvantages in human and political capital over family status is highly 
questionable. Others show that rural women face a more severely disadvantaged effect of marriage 
and childbearing than urban Chinese women (Zhang and Hannum 2013). Maurer-Fazio, Hughes, 
and Zhang (2007) find shifting marriage effects on Chinese women’s labor participation: married 
women were more likely than unmarried women to work in 1990, but less likely to do so in 2000. 
Women are less likely to change jobs for career advancements than their male counterparts after 
marriage, but they are more likely to experience family-related job changes or involuntary job 
terminations (Cao and Hu 2007). Married women tend to scale back their workforce involvement, 
failing to fully enjoy job opportunities associated with emerging labor markets.  
A missing aspect of current marriage and work research in China is that most of these 
studies measure marriage using a static approach, classifying women only by marital status thus 
overlooking changes in marriage effects along the life course. Further, data on marital status in 
past studies are either collected in one year (Zhang et al. 2008; Zhang and Hannum 2013; Cao and 
Hu 2007) or, at best, three years (Maurer-Fazio et al. 2007; Maurer et al. 2011), making it difficult 
to detail shifts in women’s employment across periods of market reform. Women are considered 
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participating in the labor force as long as they are working, but measurements reflecting variations 
within the economic sectors or employment types are missing. In this chapter, I address these gaps 
by incorporating a life-course perspective. I recognize varying marriage effects at different stages 
over women’s life course and only examine marriage effect at the early years of marriage transition, 
excluding women married more than four years from my sample (see next section for more details). 
I use nine waves of the longitudinal China Health and Nutrition Survey (CHNS) from 1991 to 
2011, covering twenty years of changes in the labor market under China’s economic reform from 
the early 1990s. I study women’s work by measuring both their participation in the labor force and 
their involvement in the informal economy, taking into consideration significant changes in the 
labor market structure and working environment. This chapter adds knowledge on marriage effect 
in the early period of marriage transition on work in a rapidly changing employment environment. 
By bringing family back to the discussion of gendered labor market outcomes under Chinese 
market transition, this chapter contributes to our understanding of gender and economic transitions 
in world regions with rapid economic growth and social changes.   
HYPOTHESES 
I propose three sets of hypotheses. The first set of hypotheses discusses the general 
marriage to work effect. Does marriage affect women’s employment in China during the market 
transition? Compared to work formally, are married women more likely to exit the labor force, or 
to work informally (with lower wages)?  
Hypothesis 1a:  Being married will tend to exert a negative effect on labor force 
participation among Chinese women, controlling basic social demographic and human 
capital characteristics.  
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Hypothesis 1b: Married women will tend to be more likely to work in the informal sector 
of the economy, or be non-employed than unmarried women.  
The second set of hypotheses discuss marriage to work effect specifically at the marriage 
transition period. Hypotheses 2a and 2b present arguments on changes of marriage effect as 
marriage unfolds, even in a short period.  
Hypothesis 2a: I predict the strongest (negative) marriage effect at the time of entering 
marriage. The negative marriage effect on labor force participation will tend to decline 
over time.  
Hypothesis 2b: The likelihood of working in the informal economy or being non-employed 
(in comparison with formal employment) is highest for newlyweds. Such a negative 
marriage effect on women’s formal employment will attenuate over time.  
Third, do contextual changes such as market reform and institutional re-structuring lessen 
women’s employment opportunities and intensify women’s disadvantages in the labor market in 
their marriage transition? Hypotheses 3a and 3b concern market reform as a mediator exacerbating 
Chinese women’s employment opportunities.  
Hypothesis 3a: As market reform progresses, the negative effect of marriage on women’s 
participation in the labor market will tend to intensify.  
Hypothesis 3b: As market reform progresses, the negative effect of marriage on women’s 
participation in the formal economy will intensify.  
DATA, SAMPLE AND METHOD 
Data of this study come from the ongoing longitudinal China Health and Nutrition Survey 
(CHNS). It provides presentations of rural, urban, and suburban areas in China varying 
substantially in geography and economic development indicators, collecting information on 
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individual, household and community levels with information on Chinese women’s occupational 
and family behaviors in great details. The original survey in 1989 applied a multistage, random 
cluster approach in eight Chinese provinces (Liaoning, Jiangsu, Shandong, Henan, Hubei, Hunan, 
Guangxi, and Guizhou) to select a stratified probability sample. Two cities (one large, and one 
small) and four counties (one with high income, one with low income, and two with middle income) 
per province were selected. Two urban and two suburban communities were randomly selected 
within cities; one community in the town and three rural villages were randomly selected within 
counties. In 1997 the CHNS added in Heilongjiang Province. Liaoning Province did not participate 
in the 1997 survey but re-joined the survey from the year 2000. The last survey in 2011 added in 
three largest municipal cities in China (Beijing, Shanghai, and Chongqing). The provinces 
included in the 2011 survey covered 47 percent of Chinese population (based on the 2010 census). 
By the year 2011, the CHNS included 27,447 individuals from 5,884 households (Zhang, Zhai, 
Du, and Popkin 2014). In this chapter, I use eight waves of the CHNS from 1991 to 2011 (waves 
1991, 1993, 1997, 2000, 2004, 2006, 2009 and 2011) as the ever-married women questionnaire 
collecting women’s family formation and fertility history was initiated in 1991. The twenty-year 
period from 1991 to 2011 enables a careful investigation of family to work relationship in China 
over a long period, facilitating the assessment and comparison of women’s employment strategies 
under different social and economic policies. 
As I focus on marriage to work effect during the marriage transition period, I look at 
unmarried women and women newly married. CHNS provides information on women’s marriage 
history and birth history, but it does not include work history. Information on women’s working 
status is measured only at the time of the interview, so I am not able to record women’s working 
status right at their marriage transition. I use the CHNS as cross-sectional and select only one wave 
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for each respondent. To better utilize the available information on working status, for women who 
are currently married, only those who are married within four years before the survey are selected 
into my sample, allowing the examination of any marriage to work effect in a relatively short 
period after marriage occurrence. For a woman who takes interviews more than one time within 
four years of her current marriage, I select the interview closest to her marriage date. For never 
married women, I choose the last wave they participated in the CHNS into my sample, allowing 
maximum marriage possibilities 1 . A four-year marriage interval allows me to observe both 
marriage effect right after marriage transition and changes of marriage effect at the beginning years 
of marriage. I include all women aged between 18 and 52 into my sample. The final sample yields 
4,207 observations. 1,968 of them are married.   
Dependent Variables 
 My first dependent variable is participating in the labor force. Women’s participation in 
the labor force is measured by their responses to the question “are you presently working”. Women 
are coded as 1 if they were working at the interview, 0 if they were not. This dichotomous variable 
is a basic indicator of women’s economic activities outside the family. It contains a large variation 
regarding women’s working hours, occupational types, and types of work organization (including 
those employed in state-owned enterprises, in small- or medium- collectives, and in private or 
individual-owned corporations).  
 To examine women’s employment in different economic sectors and to identify the 
informalization trend of employment in China since the mid-1990s, I introduce a second dependent 
variable informal employment based on responses to the question “what is your employment 
position in this occupation”. Those who “work for another person or enterprises as a permanent 
                                                          
1 I exclude single women who are divorced or widowed for simplicity.  
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employee” are treated as informal employment and coded as 0. Those who are “self-employed”, 
“contractor with other people or enterprises”, “temporary worker”, “paid family worker”, or 
“unpaid family worker” are treated as informally employed2 and coded as 1. Women who are not 
working are coded as 2. Dependent variable informal employment is a multinomial variable with 
three categories. Formal employment is used as the reference category.   
Independent Variables 
China’s total fertility rate is below 1.5 since 1997, which continues to drop in recent years 
of market transition (World Bank 2016). There has been a trend of increasing mean age at first 
marriage in China since the 1970s, associated with a drop of the first birth interval where most 
women give first birth within two years of marriage (Löfstedt et al. 2005; Wang and Yang 1996; 
                                                          
2 CHNS 1997, 2000, 2004, 2006, 2009, 2011 contain the following categories to the question 
“What is your employment position in this occupation?”: 1. Self-employed, owner-manager with 
employees 2. Self-employed, independent operator with no employees (includes farmer) 3. Works 
for another person or enterprises (include small-, medium, and large-scale collective enterprise, 
farm, and private enterprise) as a permanent employee 4. Contractor with other people or enterprise 
5. Temporary worker 6. Paid family worker 7. Unpaid family worker 8. Other and 9. Unknown. 
CHNS 1991 put “paid family workers” in the same category with “works for another person or 
enterprises”. The total number of “paid family workers” in the early 1990s was very limited so this 
chapter does not further classify these two groups. CHNS 1991 and 1993 does not distinguish 
workers as permanent employees from contractors. Because the labor contract system was 
introduced into the labor market by the 1994 labor law, people who “work for another person or 
enterprise” in the 1991 and 1993 survey were treated as formally employed.  
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Zheng 2000). Marriage and childrearing are so confounded in China that to study the marriage 
effect, it is critical to separate marriage effect from possible motherhood effect even within a short 
period after marriage. I construct a Marriage Typology variable to measure marital status while 
controlling possible motherhood effect. Marriage typology contains three categories: women 
never married and with no children3, women currently married without children, and women 
currently married with children. I construct another typology variable Year of Marriage to measure 
marriage duration while controlling for motherhood effect. Year of Marriage contains 9 categories: 
women never married with no children, women in the 1st year of marriage with no children, in the 
1st year of marriage with children, in the 2nd year of marriage with no children, in the 2nd year of 
marriage with children, in the 3rd year of marriage with no children, in the 3rd year of marriage 
with children, in the 4th year of marriage with no children, and in the 4th year of marriage with 
children. There is a third variable Marriage Duration only measures years of marriage and contains 
five categories: women never married, women in the 1st year of marriage, women in the 2nd year 
of marriage, women in the 3rd year of marriage, and women in the 4th year of marriage4. I use these 
three variables in different models. 
 
 
                                                          
3 Women who are never married with children are very rare in China. There are only 2 observations 
fall into this category in the sample so I exclude them.  
4 It is clear that variables marriage typology, year of marriage, and marriage duration are strongly 
correlated. I use these variables in different models so that it will not cause multicollinearity 
problems. 
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Control Variables 
Variable age measures age of the respondent at the survey year. I use age as a proxy of 
work experience. Year of birth controls cohort effects, assuming shared life events for women born 
in the same year might contribute to their employment decisions5. Survey year is the year of the 
interview (eight survey years from 1991 to 2011) and controls for possible period effect resulting 
from shifts in employment-related social policies during market reform. Educational attainment 
contains four categories: primary school and under, junior high school, senior high or vocational 
school, college and above. School enrollment measures if the respondent enrolls in a school at the 
time of the survey, as studying in school constrains one’s free time thus makes it hard for the 
individual to work full-time. Region of living measures if the respondent is living in the urban areas 
(cities and township) or rural areas (villages), controlling for regional differences in job 
opportunities.  
Model Specification 
A major methodological challenge in analyzing repeated cross-sectional surveys is the 
“identification problem” where there is an exact linear dependency among age, period, and cohort. 
When looking at cross-sectional data at one point in time (that is, with fixed period effect), possible 
effects from age and cohort are intermingled and confounded. Also, a repeated cross-sectional 
research design contains a multilevel structure where individual-level observations are nested in 
                                                          
5 I use age on the first level, and year of birth on the second level in the multilevel modelling so 
that the strong correlation between age and year of birth will not cause multicollinearity problem. 
In the multinomial logistic regression modeling, year of birth is used as a cluster in the variance-
covariance matrix. See more discussion in the model section.  
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two higher-level social contexts simultaneously: individual observations are cross-classified by 
time periods and birth cohorts. The standard fixed effect model including control variables of age, 
period and cohort on the same level thus ignores the multilevel structure of the data set. It also 
leads to the heterogeneity problem; that is, respondents in the same cohort or survey year may 
share unmeasured contextual random error unique to their cohorts or periods. Yang and Land 
(2013) proposed a Hierarchical Age-Period-Cohort (HAPC) model to address these problems by 
treating age and other individual-level characteristics as fixed effects on the first level while cohort 
effects and period effect as random effects on the second level. This model does not incur the 
identification problem because the age, period and cohort effects are no longer linear and additive 
at the same level. It also captures the multilevel structure of the data where respondents are cross-
classified in different socio-temporal contexts defined by birth cohorts and time periods. This 
model is also known as cross-classified mixed effects model. 
Because my dependent variables are categorical, I adopt a generalized linear version of the 
HAPC model via a logit link. To better estimate period effects of market reform and social policies 
in specific historical context, I follow a variation of such model as in Liao and Ozcan’s (2013) 
work by estimating period effects along with age and other individual-level characteristics as fixed 
effects on the first level while treating cohort effects (birth cohort) as random on the second level. 
For dichotomous dependent variable participating in the labor force,  
ln [
p(𝑦𝑖𝑗𝑘  =  1)
1 − p(𝑦𝑖𝑗𝑘  =  1) 
] = 𝑋𝛽 + 𝑢𝑗 + 𝑣𝑘 + 𝑒𝑖𝑗𝑘                                             
where p(𝑦 =  1) stands for the observed proportion of 𝑦 = 1, in this case women participating in 
the labor force. X is a matrix containing all fixed effects variables including measurements of 
marriage (marriage typology, year of marriage or marriage duration), educational attainment, 
school enrollment, and region of living. 𝛽 is the vector of parameter estimates for the above fixed-
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effects variables.  𝑢𝑗  stands for the fixed-effect period variable survey year. 𝑣𝑘  represents the 
random birth cohort effects, and 𝑒𝑖𝑗𝑘 is the random error term.  
The HAPC model fits well with dependent variable participating in the labor force, but it 
causes the convergence issue when modeling the dependent variable informal employment. It 
seems that random effects that clustering within birth cohort do make a substantial contribution to 
women entering the labor force, but not to women’s allocation in specific economic sectors. 
Instead of the HAPC model, I apply multinomial logistic regression model for dependent variable 
informal employment, using formal employment as my reference category.  
EMPIRICAL RESULTS 
Descriptive Statistics 
Table 2.1 summarizes descriptive statistics of the sample. 3,098 out of 4,207 women (73.64 
percent) in the sample work in the labor force. A majority of the working women (2,008 
observations) are employed informally. 1,887 women (44.18 percent) are married at the time of 
the interview: most of them have children. The distribution of years of marriage is quite even: 
among married women, 528 of them are in the first year of marriage, 513 are in the second year of 
marriage, 428 are in the third year of marriage, and 348 are in the fourth year of marriage. 72.5 
percent of women in their first year of marriage (383 out of 528) do not have children. This number 
declines quickly with marriage duration: 22.8 percent of women in their second year of marriage 
(117 out 513) and 12.2 percent of women in their third year of marriage (52 out of 428) are 
childless, and only 5.7 percent of women in their fourth year of marriage (20 out of 348) are 
childless.  
Most women in the constructed sample are in their 20s, with an average age of 23.75 years 
old. The majority of the sample are born between the late 1960s and the mid-1980s. Most women   
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Table 2.1 Descriptive Statistics for Married Women Aged 18 to 52, CHNS 1991-2011 
          Total Percentage           Total  Percentage 
Dependent Variable      Independent Variable    
 Participating in Labor Force     Marriage Typology    
  Yes  3,098 73.64    Never Married, No Child 2239 53.22 
  No  1,109 26.36    Married, No Child 675 16.04 
 Informal Employment (N=4,158)      Married, With Child 1,293 30.73 
  Formally Employed 1,041 25.04        
  Informally Employed 2,008 48.29  Control Variables    
  Non-employment 1,109 26.67   Age  (23.75) (4.77) 
         Educational Attainment   
Independent Variable      Primary School and Under 860 20.44 
 Year of Marriage (N=4,056)      Junior High School 1,780 42.31 
  Never Married, No Child 2,239 55.20    Senior High or Vocational 1,103 26.22 
  1st Year of Marriage, No Child 383 9.44    College and Above 464 11.03 
  1st Year of Marriage, with Child 145 0.57   School Enrollment (Yes) 312 7.42 
  2nd Year of Marriage, No Child 117 2.88   Region of Living (Urban) 2,034 48.35 
  2nd Year of Marriage, with Child 396 9.76   Survey Year    
  3rd Year of Marriage, No Child 52 1.28    1991  614 14.59 
  3rd Year of Marriage, with Child 376 9.27    1993  537 12.76 
  4th Year of Marriage, No Child 20 0.49    1997  670 15.93 
  4th Year of Marriage, with Child 328 8.09    2000  794 18.87 
 Marriage Duration (Childless Women Only, N=2,811)    2004  387 9.20 
  Never Married 2,239 79.65    2006  289 6.87 
  1st Year of Marriage 383 13.63    2009  370 9.79 
  2nd Year of Marriage 117 4.16    2011  546 12.98 
  3rd Year of Marriage 52 1.85   Year of Birth  (1976) (7.56) 
  4th Year of Marriage 20 0.71        
Total          4,207        Total   4,207                         
Mean and standard deviation in parenthesis. 
The total number of observation for variable marriage typology is 4,207, but for years of marriage and years of marriage with child is 4,056. 
This is because marriage date is missing for 151 observations in the sample.  
Source: China Health and Nutrition Survey, Waves 1991, 1993, 1997, 2000, 2004, 2006, 2009 and 2011. 
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have junior high school education or less. 11.03 percent of them have a college education 
or above. 312 women enroll in school. 2,034 women (48.35 percent) live in urban areas, 
such as cities or towns in counties. The sample distributes quite evenly across eight survey 
years.  
Results for Dependent Variable Participating in the Labor Force 
 First, I apply the HAPC model to examine marriage effect on women’s labor force 
participation. Model 1 examines effects of marriage. Compared with never married women, 
married women are less likely to work in the labor force regardless of their motherhood 
status. This finding supports my hypothesis 1a that marriage has a negative effect on 
Chinese women’s labor force participation controlling basic social demographic and 
human capital.  
Age of the respondent does not change individual’s labor force participation. A 
majority of women in the constructed sample are in their 20s—it seems that work 
experience is not a decisive factor influencing their labor force participation in this age 
group. Compared with women with junior high school education, women with primary 
school education or less are more likely to work. Women with senior higher school or 
college education are also more likely to work. In particular, the odds for women with 
college education and above to work in the labor force are 4.85 times (𝑒1.58) higher than 
for women with junior high education, confirming the importance of higher education 
attainment. Although it seems odd that both women with higher educational attainment and 
lower educational attainment have a larger likelihood to participate in the labor force than 
women with junior high school education, it is possible that these women are selected into 
different economic sectors. Their work conditions and job benefits vary significantly across  
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economic sectors (see more discussion in model 4 and 5). Enrolling in school is a barrier 
to women’s labor force participation as expected since school schedule constrains working 
hours. Among women in this sample, the odds for urban dwellers to work are 0.70 times 
(𝑒−0.36) as high as for rural dwellers, but working women in the urban areas work in better 
economic sectors than their rural counterparts (see more in model 4).  
Table 2.2 Estimates from Multilevel Models and Logit Model for Dependent Variable Participating in the Labor 
Force, CHNS 1991-2011   
Model 1   Model 2   Model 3     
Marriage Typology Years of Marriage  Years of Marriage 
(childless women only) 
    B SE B SE B SE 
Marriage Typology (Ref: Never Married, No Child)     
 Married (Married, No Child) -0.49*** (0.12)     
Mother (Married , with Child) -0.49*** (0.10)     
Year of Marriage (Ref: Never Married, No Child)      
 1st Year of Marriage, No Child   -0.62*** (0.14)   
 1st Year of Marriage, with Child   -1.05*** (0.20)   
 2nd Year of Marriage, No Child   0.01 (0.26)   
 2nd Year of Marriage, with Child   -0.43** (0.14)   
 3rd Year of Marriage, No Child   0.48 (0.42)   
 3rd Year of Marriage, with Child   -0.60*** (0.15)   
 4th Year of Marriage, No Child   -0.31 (0.55)   
 4th Year of Marriage, with Child   -0.40* (0.17)   
Marriage Duration (Ref: Never Married) 
 1st Year of Marriage     -0.65*** (0.17) 
 2nd Year of Marriage     -0.01 (0.32) 
 3rd Year of Marriage     0.46 (0.47) 
 4th Year of Marriage     -0.34 (0.56) 
Age 0.001 (0.01) 0.02Ϯ (0.01) 0.02 (0.02) 
Educational Attainment (Ref: Junior High School) 
 Primary School and under 0.29* (0.12) 0.35** (0.12) 0.28* (0.14) 
 Senior High or Vocational 0.24* (0.10) 0.24* (0.11) 0.17 (0.14) 
 College and above 1.58*** (0.17) 1.51*** (0.17) 1.41*** (0.22) 
School Enrollment (Ref: No) -3.63*** (0.19) -3.64*** (0.20) -3.84*** (0.20) 
Region of Living (Ref: Rural) -0.36*** (0.09) -0.35*** (0.09) -0.33* (0.14) 
Survey Year (Ref: 1991)       
 1993 0.37
Ϯ (0.20) -0.36Ϯ (0.20) -0.23 (0.31) 
 1997 -0.38* (0.19) -0.39* (0.20) -0.45 (0.36) 
 2000 -1.15*** (0.18) -1.10*** (0.19) -1.10*** (0.31) 
 2004 -1.43*** (0.19) -1.46*** (0.20) -1.34*** (0.31) 
 2006 -1.86*** (0.21) -1.89*** (0.22) -1.797*** (0.28) 
 2009 -1.99*** (0.20) -2.04*** (0.20) -1.89*** (0.27) 
 2011 -2.11*** (0.20) -2.16*** (0.20) -1.94*** (0.29) 
Constant 2.59*** (0.25) 2.19*** (0.28) 2.26*** (0.56) 
Random Effects       
Year of Birth 0.17 (0.07) 0.17 (0.07) ---- ---- 
Log-likelihood -1924.6781 -1825.2497 -1185.1425 
Chi2 566.54  577.33  1992.56  
N   4,207   4,056   2,811   
Source: China Health and Nutrition Survey, Waves 1991 to 2011. 
Note: *** p<0.001, ** p<0.01, * p<0.05, Ϯp<0.1 
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Model 2 examines effects of marriage duration on women’s labor force 
participation while controlling possible childcare effects. Compared with childless single 
women in the sample, women in their first year of marriage are significantly less likely to 
work, regardless of their motherhood status. The odds for women in the first year of the 
marriage with children to work are 0.35 times (𝑒−1.05) as high as for childless single women, 
lower than the odds for women in the first year of marriage with no children to work (odds 
equal 0.54: 𝑒−0.62), suggesting a motherhood penalty in addition to the negative first-year 
marriage effect on women’s employment. 
 Mothers continue to experience a significantly lower likelihood of participating in 
the labor force in their second, third and fourth year of marriage (indicated by the negative 
coefficients), possibly due to the extensive demands of caring very young children. 
However, married women with no children do not suffer from any marriage penalty on 
their labor force participation in the second year of marriage or later6. It seems that conflicts 
between family and work that raised by marriage impede women’s labor force participation 
only at the transitional period of marriage.  
There is one substantial concern regarding the negative marriage effect at marriage 
transition appears in Model 2: Although some women do not report having a child in their 
                                                          
6 However, the interpretation of diminishing marriage effect in the third and fourth year of 
marriage should be read with caution. Partly due to a compressed marriage and first birth 
interval, the total number of observations for women in the 3rd year of marriage with no 
child is 52, and for women in the 4th year of marriage is only 20, limiting a convincing 
examination. Future research is necessary for this issue.   
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first year of marriage, they may be pregnant, or planning to become pregnant. Women 
might change their employment status based on the expectation of giving birth so that the 
observed negative marriage effect might reflect employment status related to motherhood 
rather than marriage. To deal with this concern, I exclude married women with children in 
Model 3 (so that I exclude possible motherhood effect), only examining single women and 
childless married women. I use a binary logistic regression in Model 37 with variable Year 
of Birth as a cluster in the variance-covariance matrix, allowing for intragroup correlation 
among women born in the same year. Findings in Model 3 resemble those in Model 2: the 
negative marriage effect remains for women in the first year of marriage but disappears in 
later years. Women do confront difficulties in the workplace when they make the marriage 
transition, independent of family obligations related to childrearing. Thus, I accept my 
hypothesis 2a that the negative marriage effect on labor force participation will be the 
strongest at marriage transition.  
 In Model 1, compared with the year 1991, the year 1993 has a marginally positive 
effect on women’s labor force participation, but the year 1997, 2000, 2004, 2006, 2009 and 
2011 all exhibit significant negative effects on women’s labor force participation. Figure 
2.1 shows effects of survey year (period effects) on women’s labor force participation using 
the corresponding coefficients from each regression model, after controlling for other 
demographic and social-economic characteristics. On top of each survey year, I present the 
result of a Wald test on coefficients of the year, in comparison with the coefficient of its 
                                                          
7 HAPC model fails to converge in this model. 
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preceding year8. Wald tests indicate significant differences between the survey year 1997 
and 2000, 2000 and 2004, and 2004 and 2006 in Model 1. Results for the estimates of 
variable survey year in Model 2 and Model 3 yield similar results. There is a negative 
period effect on women’s labor force participation which expands from the late 1990s to 
the mid-2000s, and maintains its magnitude in the late-2000s and at the beginning of the 
2010s. Along with radical privatization process of the state-owned enterprises and the lack 
of the state’s support of gender-equal policies in the workplace, it is more difficult for 
women to work in the later period of market transition, even after controlling for basic 
social-economic and human capital factors. These findings support hypothesis 3a, that 
market reform intensifies the negative effect of marriage on women’s participation in the 
labor market.  
Results for Dependent Variable Informal Employment 
Next, I apply multinomial logit model to examine marriage effect on women’s 
informal employment and non-employment using formal employment as the reference 
category. Model 4 explores the effect of marital status, controlling basic demographic 
factors and influences of childrearing. It shows the odds for married women with no 
children to be non-employed instead of employed formally are 1.46 times (𝑒0.38) higher 
than the same odds for never-married women; the odds for married women with children 
to be non-employed instead of employed formally are 1.95 times (𝑒0.67) higher than the 
same odds for never-married women, suggesting a motherhood penalty in addition to a
                                                          
8 So that I test the coefficient of survey year 1993 vs. coefficient of survey year 1997, 
coefficient of survey year 1997 vs. coefficient of survey year 2000, so on so forth.  
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Figure 2.1 Period Effects (Survey Year) on the Likelihood of Labor force Participation (Model 1, Model 2, Model 3) and
Formal Employment (Model 4 and Model 5). Wald Tests on Coefficents of Each Survey Year, in Comparison with the
Preceding Year.
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negative marriage effect. For women who are already employed, marriage does not 
necessarily lower their participation in the formal economy: married women with no 
children are more likely to work formally than never-married women, although only at a 
marginal level of significance. Working mothers, however, face a higher likelihood of 
working in the informal economy: the odds for them to work informally instead of formally 
are 1.30 times ( 𝑒0.26 ) higher than that for never-married women. Contrary to the 
consistency of motherhood penalty, it seems that marriage effect on women’s employment 
varies by economic sectors. Marriage is linked to lower labor force participation, but once 
employed being married does not influence (or only marginally influence) the sector of 
employment. These findings fail to support my hypothesis 1b that married women are more 
likely to work informally or be non-employment than formal employment. 
Age has a small, but significant and negative effect on informal employment and 
non-employment. Women with more than high school education benefit from higher 
human capital: they are more likely to work in the formal economic sector, enjoying higher 
wages and better job benefits. Those with primary school or less education have a higher 
risk of non-employment or informal employment. School enrollment is a barrier to 
women’s employment as expected, possibly due to fixed time schedules. The odds for 
urban women to work informally instead of formally are 0.32 times as high as the same 
odds for rural women; the odds for urban women to be non-employed are 0.61 times as 
high as the same odds for rural women. Urban residents may have lower labor force 
participation rates than rural women (indicated by model 1 to model 3), but they have better 
chance to work in the formal economy. There is clearly an urban versus rural divide in 
women’s participation in different sectors.
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Table 2.3 Estimates from Multinomial Logit Models for Dependent Variable Informal Employment, CHNS 1991-2011 
    Model 4: Marriage Typology 
 
Model 5: Age of Child   
Informal Employment 
 
 
 
vs. Formal employment 
Non-employment 
vs. Formal Employment 
 
Informal Employment 
vs. Formal Employment 
Non-employment 
vs. Formal Employment   vs. Formal Employment  
    B SE B SE   B SE B SE 
Marriage Typology (Ref: Never Married, No Child)     
 
   
 Married (Married, No Child) -0.20
Ϯ  (0.11) 0.38* (0.18)      
Mother (Married , with Child) 0.26* (0.10) 0.67*** (0.17)      
Year of Marriage (Ref: Never Married, No Child)         
 1st Year of Marriage, No Child      -0.15 (0.17) 0.53** (0.18) 
 1st Year of Marriage, with Child      0.47 (0.30) 1.39*** (0.31) 
 2nd Year of Marriage, No Child      -0.76** (0.26) -0.47 (0.30) 
 2nd Year of Marriage, with Child      0.43* (0.17) 0.76*** (0.20) 
 3rd Year of Marriage, No Child      0.25 (0.38) -0.31 (0.51) 
 3rd Year of Marriage, with Child      0.16 (0.17) 0.72*** (0.20) 
 4th Year of Marriage, No Child      -0.16 (0.60) 0.18 (0.67) 
 4th Year of Marriage, with Child      0.30
Ϯ  (0.18) 0.58** (0.21) 
Age -0.05*** (0.01) -0.04* (0.02)  -0.05*** (0.01) -0.06*** (0.01) 
Educational Attainment (Ref: Junior High School)  
 Primary School and under 1.29*** (0.20) 0.77** (0.23)  1.25*** (0.15) 0.69*** (0.18) 
 Senior High or Vocational -1.20*** (0.14) -1.07*** (0.15)  -1.20*** (0.12) -1.08*** (0.14) 
 College and above -2.11*** (0.22) -2.94*** (0.25)  -2.09*** (0.18) -2.87*** (0.21) 
School Enrollment (Ref: No) -0.13 (0.39) 3.74*** (0.27)  -0.20 (0.37) 3.72*** (0.27) 
Region of Living (Ref: Rural) -1.15*** (0.17) -0.49** (0.16)  -1.17*** (0.10) -0.51*** (0.12) 
Survey Year (Ref: 1991)          
 1993 0.23 (0.15) 0.49 (0.34)  0.24 (0.16) 0.49* (0.22) 
 1997 0.98*** (0.19) 1.01** (0.32)  0.98*** (0.15) 1.01*** (0.21) 
 2000 1.68*** (0.18) 2.30*** (0.29)  1.74*** (0.17) 2.30*** (0.21) 
 2004 1.97*** (0.17) 2.81*** (0.28)  2.00*** (0.21) 2.88*** (0.24) 
 2006 2.08*** (0.25) 3.32*** (0.29)  2.10*** (0.23) 3.36*** (0.27) 
 2009 2.50*** (0.28) 3.80*** (0.30)  2.52*** (0.23) 3.85*** (0.26) 
 2011 2.30*** (0.21) 3.73*** (0.27)  2.32*** (0.20) 3.78*** (0.24) 
Constant 1.56*** (0.21) -0.67 (0.43)   1.65*** (0.29) -0.20 (0.34) 
Log-likelihood -3358.20  -3205.66 
Chi2 5376.06  2005.24 
Pseudo R2 0.2313   0.2382 
N 4158   4013 
Source: Self Calculation using China Health and Nutrition Survey, Waves 1991 to 2011.  
Note: *** p<0.001, ** p<0.01, * p<0.05, Ϯp<0.1 
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Model 5 examines effect of year of marriage, controlling influences of childrearing. 
Women in their first year of marriage are more likely to be non-employed than formally 
employed, regardless of their motherhood status. The negative marriage effect is only 
significant in the first year of marriage. The negative motherhood effect that peaks at the 
first year of marriage gradually reduces (but remains significant) in the second, third and 
fourth year of marriage. In the comparison between informal employment versus formal 
employment, motherhood continues to exhibit a negative effect on formal employment in 
the second and (marginally) the fourth year but being married seems not a barrier to 
women’s participation in the formal economy: married women are even more likely to 
work formally in the second year of marriage9. Putting together, there might not be strong 
evidence of positive marriage effect on formal employment versus informal or non-
employment, but there are strong indicators of non-negative marriage effect on formal 
employment for married women without children. Compared with never-married women, 
married but childless women are less likely to work only in the transitional period after 
marriage; but once employed, they are competing at the same ground with their never-
married peers. So I reject hypothesis 2b that the negative marriage effect on women’s 
formal employment will be the strongest at marriage transition. Marriage has a negative 
effect on women’s decisions of entering the labor force only during the transitional period. 
In this analysis, it does not impact on women’s participation in various economic sectors 
if they are working in the first place—it might even enhance women’s participation in the 
                                                          
9 The model examining effects of marriage duration only for women with no children 
yields similar findings (not shown here). 
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formal economy through some complex mechanism which requires further investigation. 
There is a clear hierarchy of discrimination based on marriage and motherhood in the labor 
market that prefer single women over married but childless women, and lastly mothers.   
Both Model 4 and Model 5 indicate a negative period effect on women’s formal 
employment. Compared with women in 1991, after 1997 women are significantly more 
likely to work in the informal economy or be unemployed than to work in the formal 
economy. Figure 2.1 shows Wald test results on coefficients of each survey year, in 
comparison with coefficient of its preceding year, using Model 4 and Model 5. Wald tests 
confirm the expanding negative period effect on women’s formal versus informal 
employment in the 1990s which remains at the same level in the 2000s. The negative period 
effect on women’s non-employment versus formal employment is even stronger  in the late 
2000s. Without state advocated gender-equal policies in the workplace, employment is 
increasingly challenging for women, intensifying the difficulties of balancing work and 
family for married women and mothers. These findings are consistent with hypothesis 3b 
that market reform intensifies the negative effect of marriage on women’s participation in 
the formal economy.  
CONCLUSION AND DISCUSSION 
Recognizing that the marriage effect on women’s employment changes with time, 
the findings in this chapter confirm an overall negative marriage effect on women’s labor 
force participation. The effect is significant only at the beginning period of marriage 
transition, and does not appear to influence women’s involvement in various economic 
sectors (among those already in the labor market). On the other hand, the negative effect 
of motherhood on women’s formal employment opportunities are significant.  
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Model results uniformly confirm an increasing significant negative period effect on 
women’s labor force participation and their involvement in the formal economy, consistent 
with viewing the decline of family-friendly policies across periods of market reform. 
Marriage alone does not necessarily lead to lower labor force participation rate, but within 
a competitive working environment with diminishing state support on gender-equal 
policies in the workplace, it is increasingly difficult for married women to balance their 
work and family, especially for mothers with young children. Among those who are 
working, young mothers are squeezed into informal sectors with fewer wages and less 
social welfare. 
There are some limitations of this chapter. This dataset does not contain work 
history data so that I cannot track trajectories of women’s employment upon marriage. I 
am unable to include spouse employment status or income level at the time of the marriage 
into the study. I am limited to observing women’s working status just after the occurrence 
of marriage, so that there is no way to examine possible effect of spousal income to 
women’s employment decisions before marriage occurs.  
My findings add to the knowledge of marriage effects by highlighting the 
significance of the early period of marriage transition on labor market participation. Both 
the virtues of family and of work have changed in contemporary China. Significant shifts 
in Chinese labor market structure and working environment, dramatic changes in the state’s 
social policies and gender ideologies all contribute to Chinese women’s disadvantaged 
positions in the labor market. Findings in this chapter confirm the importance of 
incorporating family domain into the discussion of gendered labor force outcomes in the 
reform China. Women’s career decisions closely relate to their family obligations, which 
  
41 
are deeply embedded in specific historical context. Chinese women’s increasingly 
disadvantaged positions in the labor market are consequences of the interaction among 
family, state and the market. These findings prompt further work, ideally incorporating 
more longitudinal data, to combine an intersectional perspective with a life course approach 
for a better understanding of Chinese women’s economic activities in the market transition. 
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CHAPTER 3: 
MOTHERHOOD AND EMPLOYMENT 
Chinese women have one of the highest labor force participation rates in the world 
during the decades following the founding of the People’s Republic of China in 1949, and 
maintain a high labor force participation rate in the early years after the market transition 
in 1979. But this high female labor force participation declines dramatically in the 2000s, 
falling from 73.5 percent in 1990, to 71.2 percent in 2000, and then further down to 63.3 
percent in 2016 (World Bank 2017). There has been a decrease in the labor force 
participation of Chinese women 25- to 35-year-olds in the 2000 census, a prime age of 
family formation and childrearing (Maurer-Fazio et al. 2011). In particular, the presence 
of a preschool child in the household decreases women’s possibility of labor force 
participation in 1990 and amplifies such decline after 2000 (Maurer-Fazio et al. 2011). 
Some scholars show that family status such as marriage and motherhood—rather than 
human capital indicators—is the key source of the significant disadvantage for Chinese 
women (Zhang, Hannum and Wang 2008).  
Current studies on Chinese economy document women’s discrepancies in human 
and political capital, and various forms of gender discrimination in the labor market (Cohen 
and Wang 2009; Giles, Park and Cai 2006; Shu 2005), but few of them explored the linkage 
between women’s role inside family and their position in the labor market. Among limited 
studies examining family to work impacts (Entwisle and Chen 2002; Maurer-Fazio et al. 
2011; Parish and Busse 2000; Zhang and Hannum 2015; Zhang et al. 2008), researchers 
tended to treat motherhood as a time-invariant static status, paying scant attention to the 
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temporal variations of family responsibilities that unfold along the life course. Motherhood 
is an event signifies the starting point of a long-term, dynamic interaction. A careful 
investigation of motherhood and its effects shall take into consideration the varying nature 
of motherhood influences at different life stages. 
Studies of women’s employment in west countries and in East Asian societies (such 
as Japan, South Korea, and Taiwan) recognize the negative effects of motherhood on 
women’s labor force participation across different social settings (Bellavia and Frone 2005; 
Bianchi and Milkie 2010; Brinton 2001). Motherhood decreases women’s productivity, 
interrupts employment, and lessens lifetime earnings. The M-shaped pattern of maternal 
employment rates in Japan and South Korea where women temporarily leave the labor 
force upon childbirth and re-enter in their late thirties and forties confirm variations of 
motherhood influences along the life course (Brinton 2001). The Chinese government used 
to serve as both the primary employer and a powerful advocate for women’s rights, 
facilitating women’s involvement in the labor force (Lee 1995). In the reform era, the 
Chinese government is retreating from enforcing workplace protections and promoting 
women’s rights (Entwisle and Henderson 2000). ). The decentralization and privatization 
of the state-owned enterprises in the 1990s erode the institutional mechanisms that used to 
internalize the costs of reproduction under central planning (Cook and Dong 2011). The 
responsibility for social reproduction and care returns to the households. It is highly likely 
that mothering in the era of market reform is generating similar challenges for women in 
China. 
In this chapter, I study motherhood effect on Chinese women’s employment 
opportunities from 1991 to 2011 using eight waves of the China Health and Nutrition 
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Survey. I study trends in women’s employment from two perspectives: their participation 
in the labor force, and their involvement in the informal economy—jobs marked by long 
working hours, low wages, and little benefits. Motherhood unfolds a dynamic and long-
term life course experience, and its impact on employment is varying and long lasting. I 
examine variations of motherhood effect by controlling the age group of the youngest child. 
In addition to motherhood, variations associated with social experience at different age 
groups (age effects), shifts in social and economic policies during market reform (period 
effects), and differences of shared life events across groups of people (cohort effects) all 
contribute to Chinese women’s employment decisions. I utilize a Hierarchical-Age-Period-
Cohort (HAPC) model (Yang and Land 2013) to control for different contributions of the 
social, historical and environmental factors in the complex of Chinese market reform. 
In sum, this chapter asks the following questions. Does being a mother decrease a 
Chinese woman’s employment opportunity? How does the motherhood effect, if there is 
one, shift along the life course? Are mothers more likely to seek informal jobs with lower 
payments and less security? Do market reform and institutional re-structuring lessen 
mothers’ employment opportunities and intensify their disadvantages in the labor market? 
Chinese market reform is characterized by rapid marketization and industrialization, 
massive rural-urban population redistribution, and a growing informal economy without 
proper social insurance or benefits for employees (Gallagher, Lee and Kuruvilla 2011). 
Chinese women’s employment decisions are deeply embedded in the interactions among 
market, gender, state and family, which change across periods of intensive market reform. 
By answering these questions, this chapter contributes to a more detailed understanding of 
the connections between women’s employment decisions and family formation, and how 
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such connections are constrained by economic development, demographic shift and 
structural social changes. 
THE ENTANGLEMENT OF GENDER, MARKET, FAMILY AND STATE 
 The discussion of motherhood and its relationship to employment contain “multi-
institutional relationships among families, states and markets that are gendered in locally 
specific, temporally dynamic, and systematically meaningful patterns” (Ferree 2010: 421). 
Chinese post-socialist reform has changed the patterns of inequalities and the nature of the 
labor markets, as institutional supports for gender equity from the state evaporate. 
Women’s labor power was devalued and their family roles lost value in the renegotiation 
of the boundaries between family and work (Rudd 2000). Examining structural changes in 
the labor market and the gendered outcomes but only focusing on market and state ignores 
the importance of family and institutional gender equity which undergoing constant 
changes. It is important to place Chinese women’s labor market decisions at the 
intersection of gender, market, family, and the state.  
Motherhood and the Family to Work Conflict 
From the mid-20th century, married women in advanced industrialized societies 
increasingly left their home to pursue waged work. Despite an increase in men’s 
participation in the unpaid work at home in these countries, women still act as the primary 
caregivers inside family (Hook 2006; Sayer 2005). The role pressures from the work and 
the family are so mutually incompatible that they lead to the work-family conflict 
(Greenhaus and Beutell 1985). Motherhood is one of such family demands that affects 
women’s work performance. Studies show that women with children were associated with 
substantially lower rates of employment; they tended to work part-time or “opt out” of the 
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labor force, particularly when children were young (Misra, Budig and Moller 2007; 
Percheski 2008). Nieuwenhuis and van der Kolk (2012) in their study of 18 OECD 
countries found that during the complete period from 1975 to 1999, mothers in nearly all 
countries were less likely to work than childless women. In the United States, Bianchi and 
Raley (2005) showed that only 46 percent of married mothers with a child under age one 
reported any paid work hours.  
  Women in East Asian societies such as Japan, South Korea and Taiwan also 
experience employment barriers related to maternity. Large numbers of women 
temporarily leave the labor force in their mid-to-late 20s, remaining out of the labor force 
until their late thirties and forties, forming an M-shaped pattern of their maternal 
employment rate (Brinton 2001). Compared to counterparts in western countries, 
motherhood is a stronger barrier to labor market participation for East Asian women. 
Brinton (1993, 2001) found their labor force participation similar to American, Swedish, 
French and German women in their early twenties, only to fall markedly lower with the 
onset of motherhood. This sharp decline of women’s labor force participation may indicate 
stronger family to work conflict women facing in these East Asian economies.  
State Policies and Social Reforms 
Women’s working and living conditions are also deeply shaped by institutional 
settings, especially state-level social policies on family and childcare. Classifying western 
countries into liberal welfare regimes (which are market-oriented), conservative welfare 
regimes (which encourage breadwinner ideology and motherhood) and social-democratic 
welfare regimes (which commit to full employment of both sexes and take direct 
responsibility of caring for children), Esping-Andersen (1990) framed how social contexts 
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played influences on women’s labor market decisions. Later scholars expanded this 
framework and incorporated the role of family and the importance of nonpaid labor in the 
household into studies of the welfare regimes (Gornick and Meyer 2003; Sainsbury 1999). 
Generally speaking, family oriented social policies—especially accessible public childcare 
and parental leave—increase maternal employment (Cooke and Baxter 2010; van de Lippe 
and van Dijk 2002). Women experience more employment continuity in countries that 
provide support for working mothers, particularly public childcare (Boeckmann, Misra and 
Budig 2015; Pettit and Hook 2005). Prolonged parental leave, on the other hand, leads 
women to more gendered division of housework (Hook 2010) and harms maternal 
employment (Boeckmann et al. 2015; Pettit and Hook 2005). 
Women’s employment decisions vary along with countries dramatic institutional 
changes and social policy shifts. Studies of former socialist regimes in Central and Eastern 
Europe documented profound impacts of political and economic transformations on 
maternal employment. State support on childcare and other realms was very important for 
the high female labor force participation rates in these regions before market transition 
(Pascall and Manning 2000). The dismantling of the socialist welfare regimes lead to 
decrease in state support of parental leave, child and family allowances, and the availability 
of public kindergartens (Glass 2005). Women with young children were disadvantaged in 
their access to labor force, and such disadvantage expanded over time (Glass 2005; Pollert 
2005).  
Education  
Studies in most industrialized countries confirmed the positive effect of education 
on women’s employment (McLanahan 2004). Increasing educational investments 
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stimulate women’s participation in the labor market and their likelihood of re-entering the 
labor force (Blossfeld 1997; Cooke and Baxter 2010; Jaumotte 2003). But such positive 
educational effect is not universal. Research shows that a large proportion of Korean 
women withdrew from the labor force upon marriage despite a comparably high 
educational attainment (Park 2013). Japanese women with a university education are both 
more likely to remain in the labor force and less likely to re-enter the labor force relative 
to less educated women (Raymo and Lim 2011). It is important to situate the institution of 
education in the interactions among local institutions in determining women’s employment 
decisions. 
Caregiving 
Women not only are primary caregivers of young children in the households, but 
also take most responsibilities on caring elderlies and sick/disabled family members, which 
further hinders their employment opportunities. Studies show that caregiving, in particular 
intense caregiving of more than 10 hours per week reduces female labor supply 
(Carmichael and Charles 2003; Ettner 1995). Caregivers who co-reside with care recipients 
are more likely to work fewer hours or withdraw from the labor market when caregiving is 
intensive (Lilly, Laporte and Coyte 2007; Wakabayashi and Donato 2005).  
Measurement of Employment 
Researchers measure women’s economic activities in various ways, showing 
negative motherhood effects on women’s involvement in the labor market in different 
aspects. Some study women’s participation in the labor force (Pettit and Hook 2005) and 
paid employment (Nieuwenhuis and van der Kolk 2012) in western industrialized countries 
as general indicators of women’s economic activities and their access to earnings. Others 
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look at changes in women’s working hours, such as women shift from full-time to part-
time jobs with childbirth. There is a huge range of working hours under the name “part-
time” work, from marginal work as few as less than 10 hours weekly, to weekly hours a 
little shorter than regular full-time jobs (Hakim 1997), to similar hours to full-time jobs 
(Raymo and Lim 2011; Yu 2009). The International Labor Organization (ILO) recognize 
employments that are temporary, lack of formal contracts, with limited support on social 
insurance benefits or job protections as informal employment, characterizing by a lack of 
stability or security (Hussmanns 2004). Part-time work is more likely in the secondary 
labor market, marked by low skill requirements, low wages and benefits, and few 
opportunities for advancement in comparison to the primary labor market. It is an important 
form of informal employment. In this paper, I study women’s participation in the labor 
force in general, and also their involvement in the informal economic sector. By expanding 
my focus from working alone to include formal and informal employment, I contribute to 
a more comprehensive understanding of women’s employment in the context of the family 
to work conflict.   
Motherhood Stages 
 The influence of motherhood on women’s employment options varies at different 
maternal stages of the life course. Maternity is not just a transitory event, but a lifelong 
status which often generates continuing but varied losses in economic and occupational 
status (Abendroth, Huffman and Treas 2014) so that a new mother would experience the 
motherhood effect on employment different from another mother with a teenager or an 
adult child. This dynamic and long-term nature of maternity requires study motherhood 
and employment from a life-course perspective. The labor market effects of motherhood 
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tend to be most intense when children are young (Misra et al. 2007; Percheski 2008), 
leading many mothers with pre-school children to opt out of the labor market. When 
children reach school age, the relative demands of family and work shift so that many 
women consider labor market re-entrace (Aisenbrey, Evertsson and Grunow 2009; Yu 
2009). In this chapter, I examine motherhood stages by measuring the age group of the 
youngest child. Measuring motherhood at different life stages helps clarify the 
heterogeneity of motherhood effects and illustrate both the continuity and the changing 
patterns of women’s employment decisions along the life course. 
CHINA IN ECONOMIC TRANSITION 
“Smashing the Iron Rice Bowl” 
China begins its market reform in 1979, transitioning from a planned to a market-
oriented economy. The past more than thirty years of Chinese market reform are marked 
by economic growth, urbanization, radical privatization of state-owned enterprises, and 
expanding private sectors. All these factors contribute to a diversification of the country’s 
labor market. Gallagher et al. (2011) showed that from 1978 to 2008 industrial employment 
increased from 17.1 to 28.6 percent and in service sector the number rose from 12.2 to 32.4 
percent. Employment in the state-owned sectors shrank from 78 percent in 1978 to only 24 
percent in 2005 in the urban areas (Cai, Du and Wang 2008). 
To increase the employment flexibility and enterprise autonomy, the National 
Labor Law in 1994 introduces fixed-term labor contracts into the employment system. The 
1994 Labor Law is designed to end the lifetime employment guarantee under the planned 
economy and to ensure increased worker’s rights under the market economy. However,  
given a large surplus labor in the Chinese market and the lack of effective enforcement by 
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local regulatory organizations, it in fact facilitates the layoff of existing workers and the 
recruitment of new “short term” entrants (Gallagher and Dong 2011). It smashes the 
socialist “iron rice bowl”, raising labor market insecurity and generating an informal labor 
market, marked by a lack of written contracts, short-term assignments, and limited benefits 
(Gallagher et al. 2011). By 2007, it was estimated that only 50 percent of all urban 
employment signed contracts with their employees, where 60 to 70 percent of these written 
contracts were for one year or less period (Friedman and Lee 2010). High working intensity, 
low wages and job security, and lack of labor rights and social security protections make 
informal employment a secondary labor market. Past studies classified Chinese workers 
without formal contracts, family workers, temporary workers, community workers, 
workers without certain payment, self-employed workers, and those working in family 
businesses or individual enterprises as informally employed (Cai, Du and Wang 2008; 
Chen and Hamori 2013; Park and Cai 2011; Wu and Cai 2007). In the Chinese context of 
market transition, shifting gender ideologies, changing gender-equity policies, lower 
provision of social welfare from the employers, and the increasing demand for household 
care all contribute to Chinese women’s unique work experiences in the reform era. These 
challenges drive many women into the informal section, particulary the oldest, youngest, 
less educated, and internal migrants (Park and Cai 2011). Women with young children are 
in a period with high demanding family obligations. It is possible that the incompatibility 
between work and family roles makes it difficult for new mothers to devote the same 
amount of time and effort to their work as their childless counterparts, exposing them to 
higher risks of informal employment. 
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Mothering in Reform China 
Before the market reform, Chinese government served as both the primary 
employer of the urban labor force and an advocate of women’s rights in the workplace, 
providing comprehensive social services such as housing, dining, and childcare through 
the work-unit system (Lee 1995; Stockman 1994). Childcare programs in urban areas cover 
children from their earliest months of lives until entering primary school and adjust 
operating times to meet working mothers’ needs with low fees (Cook and Dong 2015; Liu, 
Zhang, and Li 2009). Rural residents benefit from temporary collective day care during the 
busy farming season (Liu et al. 2009). Agricultural production is dominant in pre-reform 
rural China, and most rural households could get childcare substitutes from their extended 
families (Cook and Dong 2015).  
Chinese fertility pattern shifts as the society changes. There is a general pattern of 
delaying marriage in China where women’s mean age at marriage increases from 22.4 in 
year 1980 to 24.7 in year 2010 (Jones and Yeung 2014). The first birth interval drops where 
most women give first birth within two years of marriage (Wang and Yang 1996; Zheng 
2000). China’s total fertility rates are below the replacement level ever since 1993 (World 
Bank 2016). The TFRs of the urban Chinese population have fallen even further to a level 
between 0.8 and 1.3, based on varying data sources, which are close to that of Hong Kong 
and Tokyo (Zhao 2015).  
A low fertility level and a short first birth interval suggest an intensive childcare 
need at the early stage of motherhood. However, the institutional support of such intensive 
childcare demands in the pre-reform era largely diminishes. Chinese state-owned 
enterprises used to provide public childcare system by internalizing costs of reproduction 
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under central planning (Cook and Dong 2011; Du and Dong 2013). Since the government 
shifted its focus to a market-oriented economy in 1979, it has retreated from its 
commitment to the socialist ideology and the gender-equal policies in the workplace 
(Entwisle and Henderson 2000; Maurer-Fazio et al. 2007). As a result, there has been a 
substantial cutback on government and employer support for childcare programs both in 
the urban and rural areas. Policy discourses no longer stress the role of childcare in 
supporting working women. As a result, nurseries for children under three years old 
became almost non-existent by the mid-1990s (Zhang and Maclean 2012). Public childcare 
centers for older children were either shut down or charging service fees. Private 
kindergartens rise in dramatic numbers, from 17 percent of all Chinese kindergartens in 
1998 to 67 percent in 2013 (Educational Statistical Yearbook of China 1998, 2013). In 
rural areas, childcare services outside family are generally unavailable (Wang and Dong 
2010). According to the 2012 Chinese Family Panel Survey, only 0.5 percent of children 
aged 0 to 2 and 23.9 percent of children aged 3-6 attended childcare programs as their 
primary day time care (Cook and Dong 2015).  
One possible alternative is childcare service provided by kinship ties. The majority 
of Chinese aged 65 and older either live with an adult child or live in the same immediate 
neighborhood of an adult child (Lei, Strauss, Tian, and Zhao 2015; Zeng and Wang 2003). 
Older family members may provide household help and care of preschool children thus 
facilitate younger women’s employment in the labor force. Studies confirm that co-residing 
with parents or in-laws provide Chinese women sources of informal childcare hence 
increases their labor force participation (Chen et al. 2011; Du and Dong 2013; Maurer-
Fazio et al. 2011).  
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Chinese Women at Work 
The official Chinese Communist ideology on women’s liberation argued that the 
general social emancipation for women was primarily dependent on enlarging women’s 
economic role outside the family (Johnson 1983). Employment among work-age women 
was not only encouraged but expected by the state (Whyte and Parish 1984). In this context, 
with access to mass labor participation and mass education, Chinese women had a high 
female labor force participation before market reform. 
Despite increased educational attainment and progresses in the workplace for 
women, the Chinese “gender revolution” of the socialist era never alters gender relations 
in the private sphere of family and traditional gender norms (Whyte and Parish 1984). The 
incompleteness of the gender revolution was less noticeable in the pre-reform era when the 
work-unit system shared some family responsibilities in a structural way. When the 
government retreats from its support of social policies promoting women’s rights in the 
workplace during the market reform, there has been a resurgence of traditional patriarchal 
Confucian values in the society, where couples still adopt a breadwinner-housekeeper 
division of labor inside family (Zuo and Bian 2001). Chinese women take the main 
responsibility of housework and care at home, although the majority of them work full-
time as their male counterparts. On average, they spend an extra 11 hours on unpaid care 
work per week than men in 2008 (Qi and Dong 2015). Without the state’s support of 
gender-equal employment policies, autonomous employers are free to follow preferences 
for male workers over female workers to minimize costs of maternity and childcare 
(Summerfield 1994). As a result, the female labor participation rates decline 10.2 percent 
from 73.5 percent in 1990 to 63.3 percent in 2016 (World Bank 2017). Industry and 
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occupation based gender segregation emerges as women are squeezed out of industry 
sectors with high earning growth (Shu 2005). Women are disproportionally laid off during 
privatization and had more difficulties finding re-employment (Giles et al. 2006).  
Motherhood and Work in China 
Most of the current research on gender and labor market outcomes in China does 
not focus specifically on family to work effect in the context of economic reform. 
Nevertheless, there are some studies pointing out possible linkages between family 
obligations and women’s labor force participation in the reform China. Maurer-Fazio et al. 
(2011) find labor force participation rates of married women aging 25 to 50 in urban areas 
drop from 86 percent in 1982 to 77 percent in 2000, a decline particularly acute among 
women in prime childbearing ages (25-35). The presence of a preschool child in the 
household decreased women’s possibility of labor force participation in 1990 and amplified 
such decline after 2000 (Maurer-Fazio et al. 2011). Similarly, Du and Dong (2013) find a 
decline in labor force participation from 1991 to 2006 for urban mothers with children 
under seven years old; this decline is even greater for those with newborns to two-year-old 
children. Zhang et al. (2008) using their sample from the 2001-02 five-city survey show 
that the significant disadvantages in gender payment gap are driven by married women and 
mothers, indicating that focusing on women’s disadvantages in human and political capital 
over family status is highly questionable. Motherhood is even more of a barrier to the 
employment of rural women compared to urban women: rural mothers’ wage employment 
rate is around twenty percent less than that of urban mothers (Zhang and Hannum 2013). 
Having children under six increases rural women’s time on farm work while decreases 
their time on paid off-farm work (Chang, MacPhail and Dong 2011).  
  
56 
Although past studies have shown the gendered labor market outcomes in the 
reform era in the context of structural changes of the state and the market, influences of 
gender and family on Chinese women’s work are still under-studied and sometimes 
missing. Among studies do look at motherhood and work, many focusing on motherhood 
in an early life stage, that is, caring preschool aged children, while neglecting variations of 
motherhood and its effects along women’s life course. Researchers study women’s 
employment by examining their participation in the labor force or their working hours, but 
measurements reflecting variations within the economic sectors or employment types are 
limited. In this chapter, I address these gaps by recognize varying motherhood effects over 
women’s life course. I measure motherhood stages from having nursery age children to 
adult children using age group of the youngest child. I use nine waves of the longitudinal 
China Health and Nutrition Survey (CHNS) from 1991 to 2011, covering twenty years of 
changes in the labor market under China’s economic reform from the early 1990s. I study 
women’s work by measuring both their participation in the labor force and their 
involvement in the informal economy, taking into consideration significant changes in the 
labor market structure and working environment. By bringing influences of family 
obligations back to the discussion of gendered labor market outcomes under Chinese 
market transition, I contribute to research on family and work in general, and to the 
understanding of gender and economic transitions in world regions with rapid economic 
growth and social changes. 
HYPOTHESES 
I propose three sets of hypotheses. The first set of hypotheses discuss the general 
motherhood to work effect. During marketization, does motherhood decrease Chinese 
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women’s employment? Compared to work formally, are women with children more likely 
to exit the labor force, or to seek informal employment (with lower wages)? 
Hypothesis 1a: Overall, motherhood will have a negative effect on Chinese 
women’s labor force participation, controlling for basic social demographic and 
human capital characteristics.  
Hypothesis 1b: In comparison with formal employment, women with children are 
more likely to work in the informal sectors of the economy or be unemployed 
than childless women.  
The second set of hypotheses present arguments on variations of motherhood to 
work effect as the mothering process unfolds. In particular, it looks at motherhood to work 
effect for women with a recent birth.  
Hypothesis 2a: The negative association between motherhood and labor force 
participation will be the strongest for women reporting a recent birth. Such 
negative effect of motherhood on female labor force participation will decline 
as children age.  
Hypothesis 2b: In comparison with formal employment, the likelihood of working 
in the informal sectors or be unemployed is the strongest for women reporting 
a recent birth. Such negative effect will decline as children age. 
Third, do contextual changes such as market reform and institutional re-structuring 
lessen women’s employment opportunities and intensify women’s disadvantages in the 
labor market upon childbearing and childrearing? Hypotheses 3a and 3b concern market 
reform as a mediator exacerbating Chinese women’s employment opportunities. 
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Hypothesis 3a: As market reform progresses, the negative effect of motherhood on 
women’s participation in the labor market will tend to intensify.  
Hypothesis 3b: As market reform progresses, the negative effect of motherhood on 
women’s participation in the formal economy will intensify.  
DATA AND METHOD 
Data of this study come from the ongoing longitudinal China Health and Nutrition 
Survey (CHNS). It provides presentations of rural, urban, and suburban areas in China 
varying substantially in geography and economic development indicators, collecting data 
on individual, household and community levels with information on Chinese women’s 
occupational and family behaviors in great details. The original survey in 1989 applied a 
multistage, random cluster approach in eight Chinese provinces (Liaoning, Jiangsu, 
Shandong, Henan, Hubei, Hunan, Guangxi, and Guizhou) to select a stratified probability 
sample, using weighted sampling scheme to randomly draw counties/cities stratified by 
income. Rural and urban neighborhoods within counties/cities are selected randomly. In 
1997 the CHNS added in Heilongjiang Province. Liaoning Province dropped the 1997 
survey but re-joined in 2000. The last survey in 2011 added in three largest municipal cities 
in China (Beijing, Shanghai, and Chongqing). The provinces included in the 2011 survey 
covered 47 percent of Chinese population (based on the 2010 census). By the year 2011, 
the CHNS included 27,447 individuals from 5,884 households (Zhang et al. 2014). 
In this chapter, I use eight waves of the CHNS from 1991 to 2011 (waves 1991, 
1993, 1997, 2000, 2004, 2006, 2009 and 2011) as the ever-married women questionnaire 
collecting women’s family formation and fertility history was initiated in 1991. The 
twenty-year period from 1991 to 2011 enables a careful investigation of family to work 
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relationship in China over a long period, facilitating the assessment and comparison of 
women’s employment strategies under different social and economic policies. 
 Although CHNS is a longitudinal dataset, several shortages limit using it as 
longitudinal. Since the 1997 survey, the CHNS recruited new participants if a community 
had less than 20 households or if former participants separated from their original family 
to form a new household. Participants who left in one survey year may move back in a later 
survey year. Attrition relative to the 1989 primary sample is around 60 percent (Popkin et 
al. 2010), while new provinces and municipal cities added in year 1997 and later waves 
further complicate the attempt to track the same group of women in multiple years. Due to 
a low fertility level and a short first birth interval, Chinese women experience motherhood 
in a relative compact period. It is hard to capture a convincing number of women who 
experienced childbearing and participated in the same waves using the CHNS data. Further, 
although the CHNS provides information on women’s birth history, it does not include 
work history. Information on women’s working status is measured only at the time of the 
interview, so that it is impossible to re-build a longitudinal data structure with full birth 
and work history using information collected from only one survey year.  
To deal with these problems, I treat the CHNS as repeated cross-sectional and 
include the last wave of attendance of each woman who is currently married into my sample. 
I choose currently married women to avoid any influence of marriage to employment. Data 
of the last wave of attendance provide the most recent employment and birth information 
of each respondent, facilitating the examination of the motherhood effect of the most recent 
birth on women’s employment. Using the last wave of attendance also avoids the 
selectivity issue since attending the survey one last time is a random process. Women 
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widowed or divorced are excluded for simplicity (around 2.5 percent of the sample). The 
CHNS ever-married women questionnaire asks fertility information for women under age 
52. All currently married women aged between 18 and 52 at their last wave of attendance 
are included in the sample10. This sampling approach yields 5,420 observations.  
Dependent Variables 
The first dependent variable is participating in the labor force. Women’s 
participation in the labor force is measured by their responses to the question “are you 
presently working”. Women are coded as 1 if they were working at the interview, 0 if they 
were not. This dichotomous variable serves as a basic indicator of women’s economic 
activities outside family. It contains a large variation in terms of women’s occupational 
types, working hours, and types of work organizations (from those employed in state-
owned enterprises, in small- or medium- collectives, in private or individual-owned 
corporations). 
To examine women’s participation in different economic sectors and to identify the 
informalization trend of employment in China since the mid-1990s, I introduce a second 
dependent variable informal employment based on responses to the question “what is your 
employment position in this occupation”. Those who “work for another person or 
enterprises as a permanent employee” are treated as being engaged in formal employment, 
                                                          
10 For example, if women A got married in 2005 and attended the 2004, 2006, and 2009 
waves, then I choose the 2009 wave as it is the last wave woman A attended while she was 
married. If women B attended the 1991, 1997, and 2004 waves and never got married, then 
I choose the 2004 wave for women B as it is the last wave she attended.  
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and coded as 0. Those who are “self-employed”, “contractor with other people or 
enterprises”, “temporary worker”, “paid family worker”, or “unpaid family worker” are 
treated as informally employed and coded as 1. I code women who are not working as 2. 
Dependent variable informal employment is a multinomial variable with three categories. 
Formal employment is the reference category.  
Independent Variables 
The main independent variables are women’s motherhood status and the age of the 
youngest child. Motherhood status measures if a woman has ever given birth to a child. 
Women with children have motherhood status equals to 1. Childless women have 
motherhood status equals to 0. The variable age of the youngest child measures age of the 
most recent birth at the time of interview, classifying different motherhood stages along 
women’s life course. I choose age of the youngest rather than the oldest child to measure 
possible association between motherhood and employment because information on 
women’s employment was collected only at the time of the interview and my sample 
contains information of the last wave of attendance of each respondent. Information of the 
most recent birth could give the most accurate estimation of any motherhood effect on the 
most recent employment status. Independent variable age of the youngest child contains 
five categories: the youngest child in nursery age (from age 0 to 2), in kindergarten age 
(from age 3 to 5), in age of compulsory education (from age 6 to 14), in high school age 
(from age 15 and 17), and in college age and above (from age 18 and above).  
Control Variables 
Aside from family obligations, variations associated with women’s social 
experience at different age groups, such as work experience, also contribute to women’s 
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employment decisions. To control for this age effect, I measure age of women at most 
recent birth. I measure age of women when they gave birth to the youngest child instead 
of using age of women (at the selected survey year) because age of women has a strong 
correlation with independent variable age of the youngest child. For childless women, I use 
their age at the selected survey year.  
Differences of shared life events for women in the same birth cohort, or shifts in 
social and economic policies during the same period also affect women’s employment. 
Variable birth cohort classifies women into five-year birth intervals using women’s year 
of birth, controlling for possible cohort effect on employment. Variable survey year 
measures year of the interview (eight survey years from 1991 to 2011) and controls for 
possible period effect resulting from shifts in employment-related social policies during 
the market reform.  
Educational Attainment contains four categories: primary school and under, junior 
high school, senior high or vocational school, college and above. School enrollment 
measures if the respondent enrolls in a school at the survey time, assuming studying in 
school constrains one’s free time thus makes it hard for the individual to work full-time. 
Spouse at home measures if the respondent resides with a spouse. Coresidency measures 
if the respondent lives with parents or in-laws in the same household, controlling for effects 
of possible informal childcare from the grandparent generation. Elderly care measures if 
the respondent takes care of parents or in-laws in the past week, controlling for pressures 
of elderly care on women’s employment. Region of living measures if the respondent is 
living in the urban areas (cities and township) or rural areas (villages), controlling for 
regional differences in job opportunities.  
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Analytic Strategies 
A major methodological challenge in analyzing repeated cross-sectional surveys is 
the “identification problem” where there is an exact linear dependency among age, period, 
and cohort. When looking at cross-sectional data at one point in time (that is, with fixed 
period effect), possible effects from age and cohort are intermingled and confounded. In 
addition, a repeated cross-sectional research design contains a multilevel structure where 
individual-level observations are nested in two higher-level social contexts simultaneously: 
they are cross-classified by time periods and birth cohorts. The standard fixed effect model 
that includes control variables of age, period and cohort on the same level thus ignores the 
multilevel structure of the data set. It also leads to the heterogeneity problem; that is, 
respondents in the same cohort or survey year may share unmeasured contextual random 
error unique to their cohorts or periods. Yang and Land (2013) proposed a Hierarchical 
Age-Period-Cohort (HAPC) model to address these problems by treating age and other 
individual-level characteristics as fixed effects on the first level while cohort effects and 
period effect as random effects on the second level. This model does not incur the 
identification problem because the age, period and cohort effects are no longer linear and 
additive at the same level. It also captures the multilevel structure of the data where 
respondents are cross-classified in different socio-temporal contexts defined by birth 
cohorts and time periods. This model is also known as cross-classified mixed effects model. 
Because my dependent variables are categorical, I adopt a generalized linear 
version of the HAPC model in this chapter via a logit link. To better estimate the period 
effects of market reform and social policies on women’s maternal employment, I follow a 
variation of such model as in Liao and Ozcan’s (2013) work by estimating period effects 
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along with age and other individual-level characteristics as fixed effects on the first level 
while treating cohort effects (birth cohort) as random on the second level. For dichotomous 
dependent variable participating in the labor force,  
ln [
p(𝑦𝑖𝑗𝑘  =  1)
1 − p(𝑦𝑖𝑗𝑘  =  1) 
] = 𝑋𝛽 + 𝑢𝑗 + 𝑣𝑘 + 𝑒𝑖𝑗𝑘                                            (1) 
where p(𝑦𝑖𝑗𝑘  =  1) stands for the observed proportion of 𝑦 = 1, in this case women who 
are working. This model is also known as cross-classified mixed effect logistic regression 
model. For multinomial dependent variable informal employment,  
ln [
p(𝑦𝑖𝑗𝑘 = m)
p(𝑦𝑖𝑗𝑘 = M)
] = 𝑋𝛽 + 𝑢𝑗 + 𝑣𝑘 + 𝑒𝑖𝑗𝑘   for m = 0, 1, and 2                                (2) 
where p(𝑦𝑖𝑗𝑘 = m)  is the probability that y  falls in a particular category, in this case 
women employed informally when 𝑚 = 1, and women not working when 𝑚 = 2. 𝑀 here 
is the reference category of formal employment. This model is also known as multinomial 
multilevel mixed effect logistic model. In both models, X is a matrix containing all fixed 
effects variables including motherhood status, age group of the youngest child, age of 
women at most recent birth, educational attainment, school enrollment, region of living, 
presence of spouse, coresidence and elderly care. 𝛽 is the vector of parameter estimates for 
the above fixed-effects variables. 𝑢𝑗  stands for the fixed-effect period variable survey year. 
𝑣𝑘 represents the random birth cohort effects, and 𝑒𝑖𝑗𝑘 is the random error term.  
EMPIRICAL RESULTS 
Descriptive Statistics
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Table 3.1. Descriptive Statistics for Married Women Aged 18 to 52, CHNS 1991-2011 
          Total Percentage      Total  Percentage 
Dependent Variable      Control Variables    
 Participating in Labor Force   Spouse at Home  4,816 88.21 
  Yes  3,959 72.51   Coresidency 2,013 36.87 
  No  1,501 27.49   Elderly Care 689 12.62 
 Informal Employment (N=5,437)     Region of Living (Urban) 3,068 56.19 
  Formally Employed 1,276 23.47   Birth Cohort    
  Informally Employed 2,660 48.92    1940-1944  21 0.38 
  Not Working 1,501 27.61    1945-1949  83 1.52 
          1950-1954  179 3.28 
Independent Variable      1955-1959  339 6.21 
 Motherhood Status (with children) 5,040 92.31    1960-1964  1,131 20.71 
 Age of the Youngest Child 
(N=5,019) 
     1965-1969  1,196 21.90 
  Nursery Age: 0 - 2 713 14.21    1970-1974  1,032 18.90 
  Kindergarten Age: 3 - 5 607 12.09    1975-1979  707 12.95 
  Compulsory Education Age: 6 -14 1,642 32.72    1980-1984  478 8.75 
  High School Age: 15 - 17 563 11.22    1985-1989  269 4.93 
  College Age and Above: 18 +  1,494 29.77    1990-1993  25 0.46 
         Survey Year    
Control Variable      1991  142 2.60 
 Age of Women at Most Recent Birth 25.91 (4.64)    1993  325 5.95 
 Educational Attainment      1997  231 4.23 
  Primary School and Under 1,355 24.82    2000  390 7.14 
  Junior High School 2,236 40.95    2004  296 5.42 
  Senior High School or Vocational 1,275 23.35    2006  492 9.01 
  College and Above 594 10.88    2009  530 9.71 
 School Enrollment 93 1.70    2011  3,054 55.93 
Total    
5,460  
  Total  5,460   
Standard Deviation in parenthesis. 
Source: China Health and Nutrition Survey, Waves 1991 to 2011. 
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Table 3.1 summarizes descriptive statistics of the sample. 3,959 out of 5,420 
women (72.51 percent) in the sample work in the labor force. A majority of the working 
women (2,660) are employed informally. Most women in the sample (92.31 percent) have 
given birth to at least one child. 26.3 percent of women have preschool-aged children.  
Most women in the constructed sample give birth to the youngest child in their mid-
20s, with a standard deviation of 4.64 years. The vast majority of them live with a spouse 
at home. 36.87 percent of women in the sample live with parents or in-laws in the same 
household. 12.62 percent of them take care of parents or in-laws. Most of the sample report 
education levels lower or equal to junior high school. 10.88 percent of them have a college 
education or above. Only 1.7 percent of them enroll in a school at the time of the interview. 
3,068 women (56.18 percent) live in urban areas, such as cities or towns in counties. 
The sample distributes quite evenly from survey year 1991 to 2009. Two reasons 
contribute to the large percentage of the 2011 wave: (1) only the last wave that each 
respondent attended was selected into the sample. 2011 is the last wave in the CHNS so 
that for some women attended both the 2011 wave and multiple waves before, only their 
2011 data are included in the sample; (2) three largest municipals (Beijing, Shanghai, and 
Chongqing) join the CHNS in 2011, bringing in many first-time participants in the 
sample—around a third of the 2011 observations are first-time participants, in comparison 
to less than eight percent in previous waves11. 55.93 percent of the sample come from the 
2011 survey. 
                                                          
11 I do not expect model bias from the over-represented respondents in 2011 since selecting 
the last wave of attendance avoids the selectivity issue. See Appendix A in supplement 
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Results for Dependent Variable Participating in the Labor Force 
Table 3.2 shows results of multilevel mixed effects logistic regression models for 
the dependent variable participating in the labor force. Model 1, the baseline model, 
indicates that compared to childless women, women with children are more likely to 
participate in the labor force. Motherhood itself seems not an impediment to Chinese 
women’s labor force participation, controlling for other social demographic and human 
capital characteristics. I reject my hypothesis 1a that overall motherhood has a negative 
effect on Chinese women’s labor force participation. The discussion of the motherhood 
effect should be situated in the context of varying childcare needs at different maternal 
stages, as illustrated in models 2 and 3 later.  
Higher educational attainment facilitates women’s labor force participation. 
Compared to women with junior high school education, women with senior high school or 
college education are more likely to work, indicating the positive effect of their higher 
human capital. In particular, the odds for women with college education and above to work 
in the labor force are 5.98 times (𝑒1.79) higher than that for women with junior high school 
education, confirming the importance of higher educational attainment. Current school 
enrollment does not appear to have an effect on women’s labor force participation. Living 
                                                          
materials for descriptive statistics of all variables in survey years 1991 to 2009 versus 
survey year 2011. Most variables’ values in 2011 are comparable to their average values 
from 1991 to 2009. Models using a random subsample (n = 500) of the 2011 observations, 
together with original sample observations from 1991 to 2009, yield similar model 
significance as models in this chapter (not shown here). 
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Table 3.2. Estimates from Cross-Classified Mixed-Effects Logit Models for Dependent Variable Participating in the Labor Force 
Fixed Effects Model 1: Baseline 
  
Model 2: Age of Youngest Child  Model 3: Coresidence  
    B SE B SE B SE 
Motherhood Status (Ref: Childless) 
 (Ref: childless) 
0.31* (0.13)     
Age of the Youngest Child (Ref: Compulsory Education Age from 6 to 14)    
 Nursery Age: 0 - 2   -0.77*** (0.13) -0.90*** (0.13) 
 Kindergarten Age: 3 - 5   0.08 (0.13) 0.005 (0.13) 
 High School Age: 15- 17   0.12 (0.13) 0.19 (0.13) 
 College Age and Above: 18 +   -0.26* (0.13) -0.17 (0.13) 
Age of Women at Most Recent Birth -0.02* (0.01) -0.01 (0.01) -0.01 (0.01) 
Educational Attainment (Ref: Junior High School)     
 Primary School and under 0.11 (0.08) 0.14 (0.09) 0.16
Ϯ (0.09) 
 Senior High or Vocational 0.41*** (0.08) 0.42*** (0.09) 0.41*** (0.09) 
 College and above 1.79*** (0.15) 1.78*** (0.16) 1.82*** (0.17) 
School Enrollment -0.03 (0.25) -0.18 (0.26) -0.18 (0.26) 
Spouse at Home 0.16Ϯ (0.10) 0.16 (0.10) 0.18Ϯ (0.10) 
Coresidency     0.48*** (0.08) 
Elderly Care     -0.05 (0.10) 
Region of Living (Ref: Rural) -0.64*** (0.07) -0.67*** (0.08) -0.68*** (0.08) 
Survey Year (Ref: 1991)       
 1993 -0.51 (0.33) -0.37 (0.33) -0.34 (0.33) 
 1997 -1.07** (0.33) -0.95** (0.35) -0.89* (0.35) 
 2000 -1.38*** (0.32) -1.22*** (0.33) -1.15*** (0.33) 
 2004 -1.94*** (0.32) -1.75*** (0.34) -1.72*** (0.34) 
 2006 -2.07*** (0.31) -1.89*** (0.33) -1.82*** (0.33) 
 2009 -2.18*** (0.31) -2.02*** (0.34) -1.99*** (0.34) 
 2011 -1.84*** (0.30) -1.66*** (0.33) -1.59*** (0.33) 
Constant 2.48*** (0.42) 2.90*** (0.40) 2.44*** (0.41) 
Random Effects             
Cohort effects 0.56 (0.16) 0.34 (0.12) 0.34 (0.12) 
Log-likelihood -2994.72  -2720.88  -2703.60  
Chi2 297.33***  303.87***  330.98***  
N   5460   5017   5017   
Source: Self Calculation using China Health and Nutrition Survey, Waves 1991 to 2011. 
Note: *** p<0.001, ** p<0.01, * p<0.05, Ϯ p<0.1 
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with a spouse might help women to participate in the labor market, but only has a marginal 
effect. Among women in this sample, the odds for urban dwellers to work are only 0.53 
times (𝑒−0.64) as high as for rural dwellers, possibly due to large-scale lay-offs in the urban 
areas and more informal job opportunities in the rural areas. However, urban working 
women have higher chances to situate in better economic sectors than their rural 
counterparts (see more discussion in model 4 and model 5).  
To further examine variations of motherhood effects at different maternal stages, I 
exclude childless women from my sample. Model 2 only includes married women with 
children and measures maternal stages using age of the youngest child. Compared with 
women whose youngest child is within the compulsory school ages (from 6 to 14), having 
the youngest child aged under two has a negative significant effect on mother’s labor force 
participation: the odds for women with the youngest child at nursery age (from 0 to 2) to 
work are only 0.46 times (𝑒−0.77 ) as high as for women with the youngest child at 
compulsory education age. Neither having the youngest child within the kindergarten agea 
nor high school ages exerts a significant effects on women’s labor force participation. 
Chinese women face a severe shortage of kindergartens aiming children under three years 
old since the government ceased to subsidize these childcare programs from the early 1990s. 
The lack of family-friendly state policy impedes women’s labor force participation, 
particular for those with very small children that not qualified for kindergarten admission. 
Women with recent birth is the group suffering most of the negative motherhood effect on 
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their labor force participation. This negative effect gradually disappears when children 
reach age of kindergarten and compulsory education, supporting my hypothesis 2a12.   
In Model 1, age of the respondent at most recent birth has a small but significant 
negative effect on women’s labor force participation. Women are less likely to participate 
in the labor force if they give birth to the youngest child at an older age. However, this 
negative age effect is no longer significant in models 2 and 3, when controlling for age of 
the youngest child. This shifting age effect illustrates the complexity of women’s 
employment decisions along the life course. The age effect on employment depends on 
women’s childcare demands at different maternal stages.   
Model 3 controls for effects of co-residency and elderly care for women with 
children. Living with parents or in-laws does exert a significant positive effect on women’s 
labor force participation. Grandparents may serve as an alternative childcare source, 
increasing women’s employment opportunities. Surprisingly, the pressure of elderly care 
seems not a barrier to Chinese women’s labor force participation. One possible reason is 
that only women with very intensive caregiving burdens result in reduced labor force 
participation (Chen et al. 2015). This group was not identified in the sample so that the 
elderly care effect could be overlooked. Another reason might be the non-gendered nature 
                                                          
12 Having the youngest child at college age or above does have a significant negative effect 
on women’s employment in model 2, but this effect is no longer significant in model 3 
after controlling for coresidency and elderly care pressure. It seems that family obligations 
other than motherhood lead to such negative effect for women with college age or older 
children.   
  
71 
of elder care in China. Chinese men and women tend to spend similar amount of time on 
elderly care (Qi and Dong 2015). A relatively equal division of labor on elder care between 
men and women might reduce the care burden and encourage women to participate in the 
labor force.  
 In model 1, compared to the survey year 1991, the survey year 1993 does not have 
significant effect on women’s labor force participation, but the survey years 1997, 2000, 
2004, 2006, 2009 and 2011 all exhibit significant negative effects on women’s labor force 
participation, showing the difficulty for women to work in the economy. Figure 3.1 shows 
effects of survey year (period effects) on women’s labor force participation using the 
corresponding coefficients from mixed-effects logit models, after controlling for other 
demographic and social-economic characteristics. On top of each survey year, I present the 
result of a Wald test on the coefficient of the survey year, in comparison with the coefficient 
of its preceding year13. Wald tests indicate significant differences between the survey year 
1993 and 1997, 2000 and 2004, and 2009 and 2011 in model 1. Wald tests on coefficients 
of survey years in model 2 and model 3 yield similar results. There is a negative period 
effect on women’s labor force participation which expands from the late 1990s to the late 
2000s. Motherhood per se might not be an obstacle to women’s participation in the labor 
market, but along with radical privatization process of the state-owned enterprises and the 
lack of the state’s support of family-oriented social policies, it appears increasingly difficult 
for mothers to work in the later period of market transition, even after controlling for basic  
                                                          
13 So that I test the coefficient of survey year 1993 vs. the coefficient of survey year 1997, 
the coefficient of survey year 1997 vs. the coefficient of survey year 2000, so on so forth. 
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Figure 3.1 Period Effects (Survey Year) on the Likelihood of Labor Force Participation (Model 1, Model 2, and Model 3) and Formal
Employment (Model 4, Model 5). Wald Tests on Coefficents of Each Survey Year, in Comparison with the Preceding Year
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
  
*
**
**
-2.5
-2
-1.5
-1
-0.5
0
1993 1997 2000 2004 2006 2009 2011
E
ff
ec
ts
 o
n
 L
ab
o
r 
F
o
rc
e 
P
ar
ti
ci
p
at
io
n
Model 1
*
** **
-2.5
-2
-1.5
-1
-0.5
0
1993 1997 2000 2004 2006 2009 2011
E
ff
ec
ts
 o
n
 L
ab
o
r 
F
o
rc
e 
P
ar
ti
ci
p
at
io
n
Model 2
*
**
***
-2.5
-2
-1.5
-1
-0.5
0
1993 1997 2000 2004 2006 2009 2011
E
ff
ec
ts
 o
n
 L
ab
o
r 
F
o
rc
e 
P
ar
ti
ci
p
at
io
n
Model 3
Ϯ
***
*
*
***
*
Ϯ
**
0
0.5
1
1.5
2
2.5
3
3.5
4
1993 1997 2000 2004 2006 2009 2011
E
ff
ec
ts
 o
n
 F
o
rm
al
 E
m
p
lo
y
m
en
t
Model 4
Informal Employment Non-employment
***
Ϯ
*
**
**
*
***
0
0.5
1
1.5
2
2.5
3
3.5
4
1993 1997 2000 2004 2006 2009 2011
E
ff
ec
ts
 o
n
 F
o
rm
al
 E
m
p
lo
y
m
en
t
Model 5
Informal Employment Non-employment
Note:  "Ϯ/*/**/***" indicates a significant difference between the survey year and its preceding year. 
            *** p<0.001, ** p<0.01, * p<0.05, Ϯp<0.1 
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Table 3.3. Estimates from Multinomial Multilevel Mixed-Effects Models for Dependent Variable Informal Employment, CHNS 1991-2011  
Model 4: Motherhood 
 
Model 5: Age of Youngest Child   
Informal Employment 
vs. Formal Employment 
Non-employment 
vs. Formal Employment 
 
Informal Employment 
vs. Formal Employment 
Non-employment 
vs. Formal Employment 
 Fixed Effects B SE B SE   B SE B SE 
Motherhood Status (Ref: Childless) 0.19 (0.17) -0.34* (0.17)   
 
  
Age of the Youngest Child (Ref: Compulsory Education Age from 6 to 14)        
 Nursery Age: 0 - 2      0.47** (0.15) 1.37*** (0.16) 
 Kindergarten Age: 3 - 5      0.26
Ϯ (0.15) 0.24 (0.16) 
 High School Age: 15- 17      -0.30* (0.14) -0.37* (0.16) 
 College Age and Above: 18 +      -0.12 (0.14) 0.22 (0.14) 
Age of Women at Most Recent Birth 0.01 (0.01) 0.02Ϯ (0.01)  0.01 (0.01) 0.02 (0.01) 
Educational Attainment (Ref: Junior High School)        
 Primary School and under 0.94*** (0.14) 0.70*** (0.15)  0.97*** (0.14) 0.69*** (0.15) 
 Senior High or Vocational -1.29*** (0.11) -1.23*** (0.11)  -1.24*** (0.11) -1.21*** (0.12) 
 College and above -2.59*** (0.14) -3.19*** (0.17)  -2.61*** (0.14) -3.25*** (0.18) 
Spouse at Home -0.08 (0.15) -0.25 (0.15)  -0.13 (0.16) -0.32
Ϯ (0.17) 
Coresidency      -0.17
Ϯ (0.10) -0.59*** (0.11) 
Elderly Care      0.08 (0.13) 0.11 (0.14) 
Region of Living (Ref: Rural) -1.22*** (0.10) -0.40*** (0.11)  -1.19*** (0.10) -0.32** (0.11) 
Survey Year (Ref: 1991)          
 1993 0.30 (0.26) 0.67* (0.34)  0.43 (0.28) 0.53 (0.35) 
 1997 0.69* (0.28) 1.30*** (0.35)  0.82** (0.31) 1.23** (0.37) 
 2000 1.90*** (0.26) 2.24*** (0.34)  2.09*** (0.29) 2.20*** (0.35) 
 2004 2.11*** (0.29) 2.85*** (0.35)  2.39*** (0.31) 2.89*** (0.37) 
 2006 2.29*** (0.27) 3.10*** (0.34)  2.66*** (0.29) 3.17*** (0.35) 
 2009 2.59*** (0.28) 3.49*** (0.35)  3.05*** (0.31) 3.64*** (0.36) 
 2011 2.38*** (0.24) 2.96*** (0.32)  2.78*** (0.26) 2.98*** (0.32) 
Constant -0.19 0.43 -1.24* (0.48)   -0.31 (0.44) -1.69** (0.50) 
Random Effects          
Cohort effects 0.11 (0.08)  0.003(0.01) 
Log-likelihood -4720.07   -4249.06 
N 5437   4997 
Source: Self Calculation using China Health and Nutrition Survey, Waves 1991 to 2011.  
Note: *** p<0.001, ** p<0.01, * p<0.05, Ϯ p<0.1. 
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socio-economic and human capital factors. These findings support hypothesis 3a, that 
market reform intensifies the negative effect of motherhood on women’s participation in 
the labor market. 
Results for Dependent Variable Informal Employment 
Next, I apply multinomial multilevel mixed effects logit models to examine 
motherhood effect on women’s informal employment and non-employment using formal 
employment as the reference category.  
Model 4 shows that compared with childless women, mothers are more likely to 
work in formal sectors than be non-employed. However, motherhood does not exert a 
significant effect between formal employment and informal employment. These findings 
do not support my hypothesis 1b that mothers are more likely to work informally or be 
non-employed than formally employed. Motherhood per se is not a good indicator of 
women’s employment in different economic sectors when controlling for other factors. A 
careful investigation on motherhood effect shall take into consideration changing childcare 
demands over women’s life course.  
Women with higher educational attainment benefit from higher levels of human 
capital. They are more likely to work in the formal economic sectors than work informally 
or be non-employed. In particular, the odds for women with college education or above to 
work formally than informally are 13.33 times (1/𝑒−2.59) as high as the same odds for 
women with junior high school education. Compared with rural residents, women living in 
urban areas are more likely to work formally than informally or be non-employed. The 
odds for urban women to work informally instead of formally are 0.30 (𝑒−1.22) times as 
high as the same odds for rural women; the odds for urban women to be non-employed are 
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0.67 (𝑒−0.48) times as high as the same odds for rural women. Urban residents may have 
lower labor force participation rates than rural women (indicated by model 1, model 2 and 
model 3), but they have better chance to work in the formal economy with higher income 
and better job security. There is clearly an urban-rural divide in women’s participation in 
different economic sectors.  
Model 5 examines motherhood effect at different maternal stages on women’s 
informal employment and non-employment. Compared with women with the youngest 
child within the compulsory education ages (from 6 to 14), having the youngest child 
within the nursery ages (from 0 to 2) increases women’s probability of informal 
employment or non-employment: the odds for women with nursery age children to work 
informally or be non-employed are 1.60 times and 3.94 times as high as the same odds for 
women with compulsory education age children, respectively. Having the youngest child 
at kindergarten age (from 3 to 5) does not impede women’s labor force participation, but 
does make women marginally more likely to work in the informal economic sectors (odds 
equal 𝑒0.26 = 1.30). The negative squeezing effect of having very young child on women’s 
informal employment and non-employment gradually disappears as children reach age of 
compulsory education, supporting my hypothesis 2b. Women with high school age 
children are even more likely to work in formal employment than informal employment or 
non-employment, possibly due to lower childcare demand inside family and accumulated 
work experience in the labor market at this life stage, reifying the importance of measuring 
the effects of motherhood over time. Having nursery age children has a stronger negative 
effect on women’s non-employment than informal employment (3.94 vs. 1.60), indicating 
that women with recent births are more likely to leave the labor force; among those who 
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are in the labor force, they are more likely to work informally. Given the fact that informal 
employment has extensive long working hours and low job security, it is highly likely that 
women with young children do not choose to work in this sector: due to intensive 
competition in the market place and lack of family-friendly childcare policies from the 
state, informal employment might be the only choice they have. Unfortunately, their 
employment in the informal sectors will only intensify family to work conflict and make 
them the more disadvantaged group in the labor market.  
Model 5 also includes variables measuring co-residency and pressure of elderly 
care. Women living with parents or in-laws are more likely to work formally than 
informally or be non-employed, possibly due to share of childcare burdens by parents or 
in-laws. Similar to findings in model 3, caring the elderlies does not have significant effects 
on women’s employment.  
Both model 4 and model 5 indicate a negative significant period effect on women’s 
formal employment. Compared with women in 1991, after 1997 women are significantly 
more likely to work in the informal economy or be unemployed than work in the formal 
economy. Figure 3.1 shows the significance of the coefficient of each survey year in 
comparison with its preceding year, confirming an expanding negative period effect on 
women’s formal employment from the late 1990s to the late 2000s. So I accept my 
hypothesis 3b that the negative motherhood effect on women’s participation in the formal 
economy will intensify as marketization progresses. It is increasingly more difficult for 
women to balance their work and family lives when their positions in the labor market keep 
deteriorating during the reform.  
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CONCLUSION AND DISCUSSION 
I find a strong support of negative motherhood effects on Chinese women’s 
participation in the labor market and formal employment from 1991 to 2011. This effect 
varies by the age of the last child: having nursery age children (age 0 to 2) exerting the 
largest negative effect on the probability of mother’s employment. Having nursery age 
children signifies a period of intensive childcare demands while children are too young to 
be covered by the dysfunction public childcare system. Among women who are employed, 
having very young children increases the likelihood of working in the informal economic 
sectors with lower wages and little social welfare. This negative motherhood effect tend to 
attenuate as children reach compulsory education age, confirming the varying nature of 
motherhood effect along women’s life course hence the importance of studying influences 
of motherhood on women’s employment at different maternal stages. Family obligations 
and women’s economic activities are so intertwined that it is critical to incorporate family 
into the study of Chinese women’s labor market outcomes.  
Hierarchical age-period-cohort model results uniformly confirm an increasing 
significant negative period effect on women’s labor force participation and their 
involvement in the formal economy, consistent with the decline of family-friendly policies 
across periods of market reform. Motherhood alone does not necessarily lead to lower labor 
force participation rate, but within a competitive working environment with diminishing 
state support on gender equality policies in the workplace and lack of accessible childcare 
outside the family, it’s increasingly difficult for women with young children to work.  
Findings in this chapter show the importance of incorporating institutional context 
to the study of family and work relationship. Women’s employment decisions relate to 
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their family obligations, which are deeply embedded in specific historical contexts. Both 
the virtues of family and work have changed in nowadays China. No just the provision of 
family-friendly policies facilitates women’s employment, but the retreat of state support 
on social welfares leads to deteriorations in women’s labor market situations. Institutions 
that are critical to women’s employment are not static but change easily. A careful 
investigation of women’s employment decisions within the context of gender ideology 
shifts, family obligation variations, state policy changes and the market economy 
transformation is necessary for a better understanding of Chinese women’s economic 
activities in the market transition. 
In the pre-reform China, the revolutionary rhetoric emphasized both women’s right 
to work to achieve their emancipation and their duty to work to be respected citizens. The 
freezing of wages and the distribution of social benefits based on working status also make 
two incomes in a family a necessity to survive (Parish and Busse 2000). Market reform and 
rapid economic growth erode the social norm of working and generate dramatic wealth in 
the society, providing women new freedom to choose between family and work. The lower 
labor force participation of young women with children could represent a new lifestyle of 
remaining home with their children. A woman making her employment decision would 
bear in mind the income of her spouse. With a re-emergence of the traditional patriarchal 
values in the society and an expanding gender gap in payment, it is possible that some 
women with young children voluntarily exiting the labor force when the income of the 
spouse could afford the family spending. The new Chinese middle class might use a stay-
at-home mom to signify their higher social economic status and affluent lifestyle. It is also 
possible that some other young women with children are forced to withdraw from the labor 
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force simply because of the more hostile working environment toward mothers and the 
difficulty of accessing and affording childcare fees. Market economy brings more job 
opportunities and rapid economic growth to the Chinese people, but Chinese women, 
especially Chinese women with young children, do not share the growth as much as their 
male or single counterparts. In addition, the heterogeneities within women with young 
children, usually associate with social economic characteristics of other family members, 
require further investigations to a better understanding of women’s labor market outcomes. 
It is possible that women’s employment decisions upon childbirth work as a decisive 
moment accelerating the expansion of Chinese social stratification in the coming decades.  
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CHAPTER 4: 
WORK AND CHILDCARE ARRANGEMENTS 
Chinese women have one of the highest labor force participation rates in the world 
during the decades following the founding of the People’s Republic of China in 1949, and 
maintain a high labor force participation rate in the early years after the market transition 
in 1979. The Chinese government used to serve as both the primary employer and a 
powerful advocate for women’s rights, facilitating women’s involvement in the labor force 
(Lee 1995). But this high female labor force participation declines in the 2000s, falling 
from 72.7 percent in 1990, to 70.7 percent in 2001, and then further down to 63.5 percent 
in 2010 (World Bank 2016). An emerging literature points out possible linkages between 
family obligations and women’s labor force participation in the reform China. There is a 
decrease in the labor force participation of Chinese women 25- to 35-year-olds in the 2000 
census, a prime age of childbearing and rearing (Maurer-Fazio, Connelly, Chen, and Tang 
2011). Married women and mothers, rather than women with lower human and political 
capital, suffer significant disadvantages in gender payment gaps (Zhang, Hannum and 
Wang 2008). Married women were less likely than unmarried women to work in 2000, but 
more likely to do so in 1990 (Maurer-Fazio, Hughes and Zhang 2007).  
Among all possible mechanisms in the family domain resulting in women’s lower 
labor force participation, shifts in childcare arrangements are worth special attention. 
Experience in Western countries and East Asian societies such as Japan and Taiwan show 
that accessible full-time childcare centers or convenient informal childcare in the 
neighborhood facilitate labor force participation of women with young children (van de 
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Lippe and van Dijk 2002; Yu 2009). In Mao’s era, Chinese government provides 
comprehensive social services such as housing, dining, and childcare, helping women to 
participation in economic activities outside the family. In the reform era, the Chinese 
government is retreating from enforcing workplace protections and promoting women’s 
rights (Entwisle and Henderson 2000). The decentralization and privatization of the state-
owned enterprises in the 1990s erode the institutional mechanisms that used to internalize 
the costs of reproduction under central planning (Cook and Dong 2011). The 
responsibilities for social reproduction and care return to the households. It is highly likely 
that marketization of the provision of childcare alters Chinese women’s childcare 
arrangements and impacts on Chinese women’s employment. In addition, economic reform 
diversifies the labor market where private enterprises and joint-ventures grow rapidly. Jobs 
marked by a lack of written contracts and limited benefits increase dramatically. 
Marketization of the provision of childcare may not only lessens women’s employment 
opportunities, but also limits their access to jobs with higher payments and better benefits. 
In this chapter, I examine Chinese women’s participation in the labor force, and 
their involvement in the informal economy where jobs marked by long working hours, low 
wages and few benefits. Does the availability of childcare arrangements facilitate Chinese 
women’s employment in the labor market? Is there any difference between institutional 
childcare (such as public or private childcare centers) and informal childcare (those 
provided by grandparents, relatives, or neighbors)? Do women with access to institutional 
childcare more likely to seek formal jobs with higher payments and more security? Do 
market reform and institutional re-structuring lessen women’s employment opportunities? 
The share of childcare burden between individuals, the market, and the state has 
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implications not only for Chinese women’s labor force participation, but also for China’s 
current low fertility crisis, the distribution of the social welfare, and the achievement of 
gender equity. By answering these questions, this study will contribute to a more detailed 
understanding of the connection between women’s employment decisions and family 
responsibilities under rapid economic transition, and how economic development, 
demographic shifts, and structural social changes constrain such connection. 
THE ENTANGLEMENT OF GENDER, MARKET, FAMILY AND STATE 
 The discussion of childcare arrangements and its relationship to employment 
contain “multi-institutional relationship among families, states, and market that are 
gendered in locally specific, temporally dynamic, and systematically meaningful patterns” 
(Ferree 2010: 42). In the context of Chinese market transition, changes in the official 
gender ideology, the state’s support of gender-equal policies, the provision of social 
welfare from the labor market, and the involvement of individual households in the care 
economy all contribute to Chinese women’s unique work experiences in the reform era. 
The nature of the labor market has changed after market reform, following by the 
renegotiation of the boundaries between family and work (Rudd 2000). As institutional 
supports for gender equity from the Chinese government evaporate in the market reform, 
the relative gender equality of state socialism as a foundation of the high female labor force 
participation is at risk. It is important to place studies of Chinese women’s employment at 
the intersection of gender, market, family, and the state.  
Motherhood Penalty 
 Despite an increase in men’s participation in the unpaid work at home in advanced 
industrialized countries, there is still a persistent gender differentials in the allocation of 
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time to paid and unpaid work where women are the primary caregivers inside family (Hook 
2006; Sayer 2005). Childcare is one of the major family demands that affect women’s work 
performance. Women with children have substantially lower rates of employment; they 
tend to work part-time or “opt out” of the labor force when their children are young 
(Bianchi 2000; Percheski 2008). Nieuwenhuis and van der Kolk (2012) in their study of 18 
OECD countries found that during the complete period from 1975 to 1999, almost mothers 
in all countries are less likely to be employed than childless women. Another study on ten 
western industrialized countries shows that the negative effect of children on mother’s full-
time employment is the largest with the youngest child being a preschooler (Misra, Budig 
and Moller 2007). In the United States, Bianchi and Raley (2005) show that only 46 percent 
of married mothers with a child under age one report any paid work hours. Research on 
East Asian societies such as Japan, South Korea, and Taiwan confirms this motherhood 
penalty on women’s employment. Large numbers of women temporarily leave the labor 
force in their mid-to-late 20s, remaining out of the labor force until their late thirties and 
forties, forming an M-shaped pattern of their maternal employment rate (Brinton 2001).  
Childcare Policies 
Given the extensive caring demand of preschool-aged children, state-level support 
on family oriented social policies—especially on public childcare and parental leave—
plays a crucial role in mediating motherhood penalty in employment during the early stage 
of child rearing. Comparative studies show that women experience more employment 
continuity in western countries providing public childcare (Boeckmann, Misra and Budig 
2015; Pettit and Hook 2005). Job protected leave with relatively generous benefits also 
increase mother’s attachment to employment (Boeckmann, Misra and Budig 2015). When 
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the childcare is restricted, very expensive, or of poor quality, women are less likely to work 
and more likely to have low-quality jobs (Hegewisch and Gornick 2011).  
Shifts in state-level social policies impact the accessibility of childcare. In Central 
and Eastern Europe countries, state support for childcare and other forms of family support 
were important for the high female labor force participation rates before market transition 
(Pascall and Manning 2000). The dismantling of the socialist welfare regimes leads to 
decreases in the state’s support of family allowances for childcare and the availability of 
public kindergartens (Glass 2005). Women with young children are in disadvantaged 
positions in the labor force, and such disadvantage expands over time (Glass 2005; Pollert 
2005).  
Informal Childcare Arrangements 
Informal childcare from relatives or neighbors might provide childcare resources 
in the lack of institutional childcare thus enhance women’s probabilities of working. For 
example, both Taiwan and Japan government provide insufficient daycare facilities (Chen 
2000; Yu 2009), but thanks to the availability of childcare assistance from parents or in-
laws, and tiny-scale informal daycare centers in most neighborhoods, Taiwanese women 
manage to maintain a greater feasibility between job and childcare schedules than Japanese 
women where informal childcare services are rare (Yu 2009).  
Education 
Studies in most industrialized countries confirmed the positive effect of education 
on women’s employment (McLanahan 2004). Increasing educational investments 
stimulate women’s participation in the labor market and their likelihood of re-entering the 
labor force (Blossfeld 1997; Cooke and Baxter 2010; Jaumotte 2003). But such positive 
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educational effect is not universal, depending on temporal interactions among local 
institutions. A large proportion of Korean women withdrew from the labor force upon 
marriage despite a comparably high educational attainment (Park 2013). Japanese women 
with a university education are both more likely to remain in the labor force and less likely 
to re-enter the labor force relative to less educated women (Raymo and Lim 2011), 
indicating the complex dynamics among multiple institutions in determining women’s 
employment decisions.  
Measurement of Employment 
Researchers study women’s economic activities in various ways, showing negative 
marriage effect on women’s involvement in the labor market in different aspects. Some 
study women’s participation in the labor force (Drobnič, Blossfeld, and Rohwer 1999; 
Pettit and Hook 2005) or paid employment (Nieuwenhuis and van de Kolk 2012) as a 
general indicator of women’s economic activities and their access to earnings. Others look 
at changes in women’s working hours, such as women shift from full-time to part-time jobs 
with childbirth (Klerman and Leibowitz 1999; Yu 2009), or their return from non-
employment to part-time jobs when children grow older (Brinton 2001; Yu 2009). There 
is a large variation regarding the share of part-time jobs in total female employment across 
countries (Blossfeld and Hakim 1997). There is also a huge range of working hours under 
the name “part-time” work, from weekly hours a little shorter than regular full-time jobs to 
marginal work as few as less than 10 hours weekly (Hakim 1997). In countries such as 
Germany, Britain, and the U.S., women working few hours per week more often receive 
no fixed income, less training, less job security or social insurance (Hakim 1997; Tijdens 
2001). In Japan, a large majority of middle-aged “part-time” working women are also paid 
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much less with no job benefits, but they have to work similar hours to full-time jobs 
(Raymo and Lim 2011; Yu 2009). The International Labor Organization (ILO) recognize 
employments that are temporary, lack of formal contracts, with limited support for social 
insurance benefits or job protections as informal employment, characterizing by a lack of 
stability or security (Hussmanns, 2004). Part-time work is more likely in the secondary 
labor market, marked by low skill requirements, low wages and benefits, and few 
opportunities for advancement in comparison to the primary labor market. It is an important 
form of informal employment. In this chapter, I study women’s participation in the labor 
force in general, and also their involvement in the informal economic sector. By expanding 
my focus from working alone to include formal and informal employment, I contribute to 
a more comprehensive understanding of women’s employment in the context of the family 
to work conflict.   
An Early Period of Motherhood 
 The influence of motherhood on women’s employment options varies at different 
maternal stages of the life course. Maternity is not just a transitory event, but a lifelong 
status involving substantial changes in a lifelong process (Abendroth et al. 2014; Mayer 
2009) so that a new mother would experience the motherhood effect on employment 
different from another mother with teenagers or adult children. The dynamic and long-term 
nature of childrearing requires studying motherhood and work relationship from a life-
course perspective. In particular, the motherhood effects on labor market participation tend 
to be most intense when children are young (Misra et al. 2007; Percheski 2008), leading 
many mothers with pre-school children to opt out of the labor market. In this chapter, I 
emphasize temporal variations of motherhood effect by examining influences of childcare 
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arrangements in the early period of motherhood. Studying the beginning of any 
motherhood to work effect would add to our understanding of the changing patterns of 
family to work relationship along the life course. 
CHINA IN ECONOMIC TRANSITION  
Childcare before and after Market Reform 
The official Chinese Communist ideology on women’s liberation argued that the 
general social emancipation for women was primarily dependent on enlarging women’s 
mass labor participation (Johnson 1983). As Mao famously put it, women can hold up half 
of the sky. The 1952 “Regulations for Kindergartens (trial basis)” exemplifies such 
ideology by claiming that two main goals of childcare programs are (1) to prepare children 
for primary school, and (2) to “reduce the burdens of childcare on mothers so that they will 
have time to participate in political life, productive work, and cultural and educational 
activities” (He and Jiang 2008:4). The Chinese government served as both the primary 
employer of the urban labor force and an advocate of women’s rights in the workplace, 
providing comprehensive social services such as housing, dining, and childcare through 
the work-unit system (Lee 1995; Stockman 1994). Childcare programs in urban areas cover 
children from their earliest months of lives until entering primary school and adjust 
operating times to meet working mothers’ needs with low fees (Cook and Dong 2015; Liu, 
Zhang, and Li 2009). Rural residents benefit from temporary collective day care during the 
busy farming season (Liu et al. 2009). Agricultural production is dominant in pre-reform 
rural China, and most rural households could get childcare substitutes from their extended 
families (Cook and Dong 2015).  
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Starting in 1979 Chinese government shifts its focus from a socialist central-
planned economy to Western capitalist modernity and a market economy. The government 
retreats from its commitment to socialist ideology, and its support of social policies 
promoting women’s rights in the workplace (Entwisle and Henderson 2000; Maurer-Fazio 
et al. 2007), making a substantial cutback on government and employer support for 
childcare programs both in the urban and rural areas. Policy discourses no longer stress the 
role of childcare in supporting working women. According to the 1989 Regulations for 
Kindergartens, publicly subsidized childcare programs no longer cover children aged 0 to 
2 for their education is considered unimportant (Cook and Dong 2015). As a result, 
nurseries for children under three years old became almost non-existent by the mid-1990s 
(Zhang and Maclean 2012). Public childcare centers for older children were either shut 
down or charging service fees. Private kindergartens rise in dramatic numbers, from 17 
percent of all Chinese kindergartens in 1998 to 67 percent in 2013 (Educational Statistical 
Yearbook of China 1998, 2013). According to 2012 Chinese Family Panel Survey, only 
0.5 percent of children aged 0 to 2 and 23.9 percent of children aged 3-6 attended childcare 
programs as their primary day time care (Cook and Dong 2015). Sending a child to a good 
quality public childcare center could cost 20 to 25 percent of an urban household’s income 
(Chen et al. 2015). There is an emerging class difference in accessing formal childcare in 
China. As childcare responsibilities shift to the family sphere, inequities will expand in the 
care economy.   
Childcare and Work in China 
With the smashing of the iron rice bowl and the declining gender-equal 
employment support, autonomous employers are free to follow preferences for male 
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workers over female workers to minimize costs of maternity and childcare in the reform 
era (Summerfield 1994). Coinciding with this retreatment is a resurgence of traditional 
patriarchal Confucian values in the society, where couples still adopt a breadwinner-
housekeeper division of labor inside family (Qi and Dong 2015; Zuo and Bian 2001). 
Lacking support from both the work institution and the domestic sphere intensifies conflict 
between work and family.  
Demographic shift in China adds to the current childcare burden. Chinese women’s 
mean age at marriage increases from 22.4 in year 1980 to 24.7 in year 2010 (Jones and 
Yeung 2014), associated with a drop of the first birth interval where most women give first 
birth within two years of marriage (Wang and Yang 1996; Zheng 2000). China’s total 
fertility rate is below 1.6 since the 1997, which continues to drop in recent years of market 
transition (World Bank 2016). A low fertility level and a short first birth interval suggest 
that the intensive childcare needs concentrate in a short period of women’s life course. 
Research shows that the presence of a preschool child in the household decreased women’s 
possibility of labor force participation in 1990 and amplified such decline after 2000 
(Maurer-Fazio et al. 2011). Such decline is particularly acute among women in prime 
childbearing ages (25-35) (Maurer-Fazio et al. 2011). Du and Dong (2013) found a decline 
in labor force participation from 1991 to 2006 for urban mothers with children under seven 
years old; this decline was even greater for those with newborns to two-year-old children. 
They also found the availability of daycare centers in the community could improve 
women’s labor force participation and working hours (Du and Dong 2013).  
Motherhood is even more of a barrier to the employment of rural women compared 
to urban women (Zhang and Hannum 2013). Without access to the already limited public 
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subsidized childcare programs and affordable good quality private childcare, the vast 
majority of rural women and migrant women in the urban areas have to rely on informal 
care or fee-for-service day care programs to work in the labor market (Cook and Dong 
2015). Many migrant women had to stay at home, choose self-employment or work 
irregular hours to look after pre-school children because private childcare services in the 
migrant communities are of low quality (Yuan 2010). Having children under six increases 
women’s time on farm work while decrease their time on paid off-farm work (Chang, 
MacPhail and Dong 2011). Wang and Dong (2010) in their research of low-income rural 
villages found that grandmothers and older children were the only care substitutes available 
to women. Lack of decent childcare is one of the main impediments to women’s 
participation in off-farm employment and wage work, which further deteriorated women’s 
economic opportunities in the market.  
As an alternative source of formal daycare14, informal care provided by kinship 
could improve women’s labor force participation. Maurer-Fazio et al. (2011) found a 
positive and significant effect of co-residing with parents/in-laws on married, non-migrant 
urban women’s labor force participation from 1982 to 2000. Such an effect was greater in 
1990 and 2000 than in 1982, suggesting an increasing importance of using elderly parents 
                                                          
14 Another possible alternative is fostering, where many migrant women living in the 
urban areas leave their children in the rural areas, mostly likely taken care of by the 
grandparents. There are huge numbers of left-behind children in China right now. Since 
women and their children are not reside in the same household, this is beyond the focus 
of this paper. 
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as a resource for childcare. Similarly, Du and Dong (2013) found that increasing numbers 
of female aged from 40 to 69 in the household would increase mother’s labor force 
participation, most of whom could provide childcare when the mother was absent.  
Informalization of the Work Place 
Market reform raises labor market insecurity and generates an informal labor 
market. The National Labor Law in 1994 introduces fixed-term labor contracts into the 
employment system, facilitating the layoff of existing workers and the recruitment of new 
“short term” entrants (Gallagher and Dong 2011). As a result, the informal employment 
sector, marked by a lack of written contracts, short-term assignments, and limited benefits, 
grows rapidly (Gallagher, Lee and Kuruvilla 2011). High working intensity, low wages 
and job security, and a lack of labor rights and social security protections make informal 
employment a less desirable choice. Previously studies have shown that informal 
employment is more prevalent among women, less educated workers, migrants or people 
previously laid-off (Park and Cai 2011). Lacking institutional support from the state and 
the employers, women with preschool-aged children are disadvantaged in the labor market 
thus more likely to work in the informal economy.  
Changes in official gender ideology, labor market structure, and social policies 
during market reform all contribute to women’s increasing vulnerability and deterioration 
during the market transition. The shifting paradigm of childcare arrangement from both the 
government and the individual households exemplifies the entanglement of gender, market, 
family, and the state during China’s market transition. Current studies on Chinese women’s 
labor market outcomes pay scant attention to the family to work conflict in the context of 
economic reform. Women are considered participating in the labor force as long as they 
  
92 
 
are working, but measurements reflecting variations of the labor market or employment 
types are missing. I address these gaps by using eight waves of a longitudinal study China 
Health and Nutrition Survey (CHNS), covering twenty years of changes in women’s 
employment under market reform from the early 1990s with detailed information on 
women’s childcare arrangements inside and outside the family. I examine women’s 
utilization of childcare for their youngest child, including both institutional facilities (such 
as nurseries, public and private childcare centers) and informal substitutes (such as 
extended families or neighbors). I measure women’s participation in the labor force and 
their involvement in the informal economy, taking into consideration significant changes 
in the labor market structure and working environment. By bringing the family obligations 
back to the discussion of gendered labor market outcomes under Chinese market transition, 
I contribute to research on family and work in general, and to the understanding of gender 
and economic transitions in world regions with rapid economic growth and social changes.  
Hypotheses 
 I propose three sets of hypotheses. The first set of hypotheses discuss the effect of 
having access to childcare on women’s work in general. Does having access to childcare 
services affect women’s employment in China during the market transition? Are women 
using childcare services (both institutional and informal childcare) more likely to work in 
the labor force, and less likely to work in the informal economy? 
Hypothesis 1a: Women with access to childcare services will tend to work in the 
labor force, controlling basic demographic and human capital characteristics. 
Hypothesis 1b: Women with access to childcare services will be less likely to work 
in the informal economy, or be less likely to drop out of the labor force.  
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 The second set of hypotheses compare effects of public childcare versus informal 
childcare on women’s employment given the context of shifting social welfare provision 
in China’s reform era. How does the shift in the provision of public childcare for children 
under three years old affect Chinese women’s employment? Since public support on 
nurseries for children under three become hardly available in the 1990s, women have to 
rely heavily on informal childcare arrangements. Women with children more than three 
years old would rely less on such informal childcare when institutional childcare services 
are more available so I expect informal childcare services having a larger impact on 
employment of women with children under three years old. 
Hypothesis 2a: Among women with children under three years old, using informal 
childcare increases their likelihood of employment. Such positive effect of 
informal childcare is less prominent for women with children more than three 
years old.  
Hypothesis 2b: Among women with children under three years old, using informal 
childcare increase their likelihood of formal employment (in comparison with 
informal employment or not working). Such positive effect of informal 
childcare is less prominent for women with children more than three years old.  
 The third set of hypotheses concern market reform as a mediator exacerbating 
Chinese women’s employment opportunities. Do contextual changes such as market 
reform and institutional re-structuring lessen women’s employment opportunities and 
intensify women’s disadvantages in the labor market when they face a conflict between 
work and intensive childcare demands?  
  
94 
 
Hypothesis 3a: As market reform progresses, the negative effect of childcare on 
women’s participation in the labor market will tend to intensify. 
Hypothesis 3b: As market reform progresses, the negative effect of childcare on 
women’s participation in the formal economy will intensify. 
DATA, SAMPLE AND METHOD 
Data of this study come from the ongoing longitudinal China Health and Nutrition 
Survey (CHNS). It provides presentations of rural, urban, and suburban areas in China 
varying substantially in geography and economic development indicators, collecting data 
on individual, household and community levels with information on Chinese women’s 
occupational and family behaviors in great details. The CHNS applies multistage, random 
cluster approach to select sample in each province, using weighted sampling scheme to 
draw randomly counties stratified by income. Rural and urban neighborhoods within 
counties/cities are selected randomly. The CHNS has released nine waves so far (1989, 
1991, 1993, 1997, 2000, 2004, 2006, 2009, and 2011). The original survey in 1989 covered 
eight Chinese provinces (Liaoning, Jiangsu, Shandong, Henan, Hubei, Hunan, Guangxi, 
and Guizhou). In later waves the sample is refreshed by the addition of  new households 
formed from the initial sample households, new households residing in the sample areas, 
and the addition of new communities into the sample. In 1997 the CHNS added in 
Heilongjiang Province. The last survey in 2011 added in three largest municipal cities in 
China (Beijing, Shanghai, and Chongqing). The provinces included in the 2011 survey 
covered 47 percent of Chinese population (based on the 2010 census). By the year 2011, 
the CHNS included 27,447 individuals from 5,884 households (Zhang et al. 2014). 
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 In this chapter I use the 1991-2011 data waves as the ever-married women 
questionnaire collecting women’s family formation and fertility history was initiated in 
1991. The twenty-year period from 1991 to 2011 enables me to study effects of childcare 
arrangements shifts on Chinese women’s employment over a long period, facilitating the 
assessment of comparing changes in women’s strategies of balancing work and family 
across different time periods. 
Although CHNS provides information on women’s birth history, it does not include 
work history. Information on women’s working status is measured only at the time of the 
interview, so there is no way to track trajectories of women’s employment from giving 
birth to children entering primary school, limiting a longitudinal analysis. To deal with this 
problem, I use the CHNS as cross-sectional and choose women living with their youngest 
child under six years old at each wave into my sample, yielding 5,047 observations. I 
examine childcare arrangements of the youngest child (1) to utilize the most recent working 
status information, and (2) to control for potential parity problem and to make sure that 
results are comparable across waves. For women observed more than one time, I choose 
their most recent attended wave with the youngest child under six into my sample to 
exclude endogeneity from multiple observations of the same person, resulting in 2,738 
observations. I exclude women aged over 52 or under 18, and women with no childcare 
arrangements information. I further exclude never-married women, widowed or divorced 
women (27 observations) as the number of observation is too small to examine. The final 
sample yields 2,531 observations. 
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Dependent Variables 
 The first dependent variable is participating in the labor force. I measure women’s 
participation in the labor force by their responses to the question “are you presently 
working”. Women are coded as 1 if they were working at the interview, 0 if they were not. 
This dichotomous variable is a basic indicator of women’s economic activities outside the 
family. It contains a large variation regarding women’s working hours, occupational types, 
and types of work organization (from those employed in state-owned enterprises, in small- 
or medium- collectives, in private or individual-owned corporations).  
 To examine women’s employment in different economic sectors and to identify the 
informalization trend of employment in China since the mid-1990s, I introduce a second 
dependent variable informal employment based on responses to the question “what is your 
employment position in this occupation”. Those who “work for another person or 
enterprises as a permanent employee” are categorized as formally employed, and coded as 
0. Those who are “self-employed”, “contractor with other people or enterprises”, 
“temporary worker”, “paid family worker”, or “unpaid family worker” are treated as 
informally employed and coded as 1. I code women who are not working as 2. Dependent 
variable informal employment is a multinomial variable with three categories. Formal 
employment is the reference category.   
Independent Variable 
 CHNS records if the respondent took care of any child age six and younger in her 
household during the past week. It also contains location information of any childcare 
services providing by people not living in the household. I classify childcare that takes 
place at home, at grandparents’ home, in the home of relatives or neighbors as informal 
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childcare. I classify childcare services from a state childcare center, neighborhood or 
private childcare center, a work unit childcare center, a preschool or a nursery school as 
institutional childcare. It is worth noticing that there might be overlaps among these 
childcare arrangements: a mother 
could care a preschooler only by 
herself, using institutional childcare 
centers or asking help from 
neighbors/relatives when she is at 
work, or utilizing both institutional 
and informal childcare services when 
necessary.  
 Based on women’s usage of various 
forms of childcare services, I 
construct my independent variable childcare arrangements (see figure 4.1). I code women 
taking care of their youngest preschoolers only by themselves as 1. I code the rest who use 
any institutional childcare services as 215, I code women using informal childcare as the 
                                                          
15 Category 2 contains women who use institutional childcare outside the home, and women 
who use both institutional childcare and informal childcare. I consider using institutional 
childcare a more critical factor influencing women’s employment than informal childcare, 
so I group women using institutional childcare together. In fact, the employment pattern of 
women using institutional childcare is quite similar to that of women using both 
institutional and informal childcare. 
Figure 4.1. Conceptual Framework of Independent 
Variable Childcare Arrangements 
 
 Caring the preschooler only 
by the mother? 
(1) 
 
 
 
Using any institutional 
childcare services? 
Yes 
 
Yes 
(2) 
No 
Using only 
informal 
childcare 
(3) 
 No 
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only out-of-home childcare services as 3. Women caring preschool children only by 
themselves is the reference category. 
Control Variables 
Variable age controls age effect on women’s employment, working as a proxy for 
work experience. Spouse at home measures whether the respondent is residing with a 
spouse, assuming shared division of childcare labor would encourage women’s labor force 
participation. Women whose husbands living at home are coded as 1. The region of living 
measures if the respondent is living in the urban areas (cities and township) or rural areas 
(villages), controlling for regional differences in job opportunities. Coresidency measures 
if the respondent lives with parents or in-laws in the same household, as grandparents might 
provide additional childcare inside the home. Educational attainment contains four 
categories: primary school and under, junior high school, senior high or vocational school, 
college and above. Age of the youngest child is the age of the preschooler in the survey 
year. Survey year measures year of the interview (8 survey years from 1991 to 2011) and 
controls for possible period effect resulting from shifts in employment-related social 
policies during the market reform. 
Model Specification 
 I apply logit regression models for dichotomous dependent variable participating 
in the labor force, using non-employment as the reference category. I apply multinomial 
logistic regression models for categorical dependent variable informal employment, using 
formal employment as the reference category. Women’s employment is constrained by a 
complex of social experiences at different age groups (age effects), shifts in social and 
economic policies during market reform (period effects), and differences of shared life 
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events for groups of people (cohort effect). In a repeated cross-sectional research design, 
when looking at one point in a fixed year (period), possible effects from age and cohort are 
intermingled and confounded. I control for age effects and period effects in my models 
using variable age and survey year. Incorporating cohort effects directly into the models 
leads to the “identification problem” because there is an exact linear dependency among 
age, period, and cohort. To control for the unmeasured contextual random error unique to 
particular cohorts, I use respondents’ year of birth as a cluster in the variance-covariance 
matrix of my models, allowing for intragroup correlation for women born in the same year. 
EMPIRICAL RESULTS 
Descriptive Statistics 
Table 4.1 summarizes descriptive statistics of the sample. 1,990 out of 2,531 
women (78.63 percent) in the sample work in the labor force. A majority of the working 
women (1,379) are employed informally. 62.39 percent of women care for their preschool 
aged children only by themselves—not using any childcare services out of the home. 25.01 
percent of women use institutional childcare to care, such as nurseries, public or private 
childcare centers. 12.60 percent of women utilize informal childcare provided by kinship 
or neighbors to care their children out of the home.  
 Most women in the constructed sample are in their late 20s to early 30s, with an 
average 30.22 years old. The vast majority of them live with spouse at home. The average 
age of the youngest child is 4.06 years old. Nearly half of the women in the constructed 
sample live with parents or in-laws in the same household. Most of the sample report 
education levels lower or equal to junior high school. 8.22 percent of them have a college 
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education or above. 1,217 women (48.08 percent) live in urban areas, such as cities or 
towns in counties. The sample distributes quite evenly across eight survey years. 
Results for Dependent Variable Participating in the Labor Force 
 Table 4.2 presents results of the logit models for dependent variable participating 
in the labor force. I examine all women with preschoolers in model 1. Model 1 shows that 
compared with women caring preschoolers by themselves, women using childcare services 
out of the home are more likely to work. Both institutional childcare and informal childcare 
increase women’s participation in the labor force. This finding supports my hypothesis 1a 
that women with access to childcare services tend to work in the labor force, controlling 
basic demographic and human capital characteristics. The odds for a woman to work in the 
labor force are 1.30 times (𝑒0.26) higher if the age of the youngest child increases by one 
additional year, reflecting intensive childcare demand of the very early period of 
motherhood and its negative consequences on women’s employment. 
Age of the respondent does not change individual’s labor force participation—at 
least for women with preschoolers: their work experience is not a decisive factor 
determining their labor force participation. Compared with women with junior high school 
education, women with education level less or equal to primary school are more likely to 
work. Women with senior higher school or college education are also more likely to work. 
In particular, the odds for women with college education and above to work in the labor 
force are 5.58 times (𝑒1.72) higher than for women with junior high education, confirming 
the importance of higher education attainment. Although it seems contradictory that 
compared with women with junior high school education, both women with higher 
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Table 4.1 Descriptive Statistics for Married Women Aged 18 to 52, CHNS 1991-2011 
          Total Percentage           Total  Percentage 
Dependent Variable      Control Variables    
 Participating in Labor Force     Age  30.22 (4.96) 
  Yes  1,990 78.63   Spouse at Home  2,274 89.85 
  No  541 21.37   Educational Attainment    
 Informal Employment (N=2,520)     Primary School and Under 721 28.49 
  Formally Employed 600 23.81    Junior High School  1,088 42.99 
  Informally Employed 1,379 54.72    Senior High or Vocational 514 20.31 
  Non-employment 541 21.47    College and Above  208 8.22 
         Age of Youngest Child   4.06 (1.63) 
Independent Variable     Survey Year    
 Childcare Arrangements       1991  317 12.52 
  Cared only by Mothers 1,579 62.39    1993  443 17.50 
  Institutional Childcare 633 25.01    1997  224 8.85 
  Only Informal Childcare  319 12.60    2000  289 11.42 
          2004  196 7.74 
Control Variables      2006  204 8.06 
 Region of Living (Urban) 1,217 48.08    2009  242 9.56 
 Coresidency 1,218 48.12    2011  616 24.34 
Total    2,531      Total   2,531   
Mean and standard deviation in parenthesis. 
Source: China Health and Nutrition Survey, Waves 1991, 1993, 1997, 2000, 2004, 2006, 2009 and 2011 
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Table 4.2 Estimates from Logit Model for Dependent Variable Participating in the Labor Force, CHNS 1991-2011   
Model 1   Model 2a   Model 2b     
All Children Children under 3 Children over 3 but under 6 
    B SE B SE B SE 
Childcare Arrangements (Ref: Cared only by mothers)      
 Institutional Childcare 0.52*** (0.14) 1.50*** (0.45) 0.41* (0.18) 
 Only Informal Childcare  0.54*** (0.20) 0.74* (0.31) 0.22 (0.27) 
Age of Youngest Child  0.26*** (0.03)     
Age 0.01 (0.01) 0.01 (0.02) 0.01 (0.02) 
Educational Attainment (Ref: Junior High School)      
 Primary School and under 0.23
Ϯ (0.13) 0.31 (0.28) 0.12 (0.16) 
 Senior High or Vocational 0.70*** (0.19) 0.52
Ϯ (0.27) 0.79*** (0.23) 
 College and above 1.72*** (0.30) 1.26*** (0.32) 2.43*** (0.55) 
Spouse at Home 0.36Ϯ (0.19) 0.27 (0.27) 0.44 (0.29) 
Region of Living (Ref: Rural) -0.80*** (0.14) -0.38Ϯ (0.20) -1.13*** (0.15) 
Coresidency 0.33* (0.15) 0.24 (0.21) 0.37Ϯ (0.20) 
Survey Year (Ref: 1991)       
 1993 -0.4 (0.38) -0.86 (0.80) -0.44 (0.39) 
 1997 -0.64
Ϯ (0.37) -1.78* (0.89) -0.37 (0.46) 
 2000 -1.07*** (0.33) -1.74* (0.84) -1.02** (0.38) 
 2004 -2.15*** (0.34) -2.42** (0.84) -2.28*** (0.37) 
 2006 -1.87*** (0.32) -2.72*** (0.81) -1.84*** (0.35) 
 2009 -2.36*** (0.33) -3.41*** (0.83) -2.06*** (0.35) 
 2011 -2.18*** (0.32) -3.03*** (0.80) -1.99*** (0.37) 
Constant 1.00Ϯ (0.55) 2.05* (1.00) 2.42*** (0.68) 
Log-likelihood -1095.36  -466.15  -617.35  
Chi2 661.22  252.61  463.74  
Pseudo R2 0.1659  0.1462  0.1339  
N   2,531   856   1,675   
Source: China Health and Nutrition Survey, Waves 1991 to 2011.      
Note: *** p<0.001, ** p<0.01, * p<0.05, Ϯp<0.1 
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educational attainment and lower educational attainment have a larger likelihood to 
participate in the labor force, it is possible that these women have different motivations to 
join the labor market, and they work in different economic sectors where work conditions 
and job benefits vary significantly (see more discussion in Model 3 and Model 4a/4b). 
Living with spouse at home only marginally increases women’s labor force participation. 
The odds for women living with parents or in-laws to work are 1.39 times (𝑒0.33) higher 
than for women not co-residing with parents/in-laws, possibly because of the extra 
childcare help given by the grandparent generation. Among women in this sample, the odds 
for urban dwellers to work are only 0.45 times (𝑒−0.80) as high as for rural dwellers, but 
urban working women have higher chance to situate in better economic sectors than their 
rural counterparts (see more discussion in Model 3).  
 To further examine effects of the shortages of childcare facilities for children under 
three years, I divide women into two groups. Model 2a examines women with children 
under three years old. Compared with women caring children only by themselves, using 
institutional childcare substantially increases women’s likelihood to work. The odds for 
women utilizing institutional childcare services to work are two times higher than for 
women using only informal childcare services (𝑒1.50 𝑒0.74⁄ = 2.13). As a comparison, 
model 2b examines women with children over three years old but under six years old. In 
this model, compared with women caring children only by themselves, using institutional 
childcare centers still benefits women’s labor force participation (odds equal 𝑒0.41 = 1.51), 
but using informal childcare out of the home no longer has a significant impact on women’s 
employment. Chinese women face a severe shortage of kindergartens aiming children 
under three years old since the government ceased to subsidize these childcare programs 
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from the early 1990s. When women lack access to institutional childcare centers, they have 
to rely on informal childcare services in order to work, making informal childcare services 
more important for those with children under three years old. Chinese women with older 
children have better access to institutional childcare centers as programs become more 
available to children in the age group three to six, so the importance of informal childcare 
attenuates, as indicated in Model 2b. When both institutional childcare and informal 
childcare are available (for children over three years old), it seems that institutional 
childcare is a more efficient mechanism helping women stay in the labor force. These 
findings support my hypothesis 2a that among women with children under three years old, 
using informal childcare increases their likelihood of employment. Such positive effect of 
informal childcare becomes less prominent for women with children more than three years 
old.  
 In Model 1, compared with the survey year 1991, the survery year 1997 has a 
marginally significant negative effect on women’s labor force participation, and the survey 
years 2000, 2004, 2006, 2009, and 2011 all exhibit significant negative effects on women’s 
labor force participation, showing the difficulty for women to work in the economy in these 
years, in comparison with the reference year 1991. Figure 4.2 shows effects of survey year 
(measuring period effects) on women’s labor force participation using the corresponding 
coefficients from logit regression models, after controlling for other demographic and 
social-economic characteristics. On top of each survey year, I present the result of a Wald 
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test on the coefficient of the year, in comparison with the coefficient of its preceding year16. 
Wald tests indicate significant differences between the survey year 1997 and 2000, 2000 
and 2004, and 2006 and 2009 in Model 1. Wald tests on coefficients of survey year in     
Model 2a and Model 2b yield similar results. There is a negative period effect on women’s  
labor force participation, which expands from the late 1990s to the late 2000s. Along with 
radical privatization process of the state-owned enterprises and the lack of the state’s 
support for childcare programs, it is increasingly difficult for women to work in the later 
period of market transition, even after controlling for basic social-economic and human 
capital factors. These findings support hypothesis 3a, that market reform intensifies the 
negative effect of childcare on women’s participation in the labor market. 
Results for Dependent Variable Informal Employment 
 Next, I apply multinomial logit models to examine effects of childcare 
arrangements on women’s informal employment and non-employment using formal 
employment as the reference category. Model 3 includes all women in the sample. It shows 
that, compared with women caring preschooler by themselves, women using childcare 
services out of the home are less likely to work in the informal economy and less likely to 
be non-employed than formally employed. Both institutional childcare and informal 
childcare increase women’s likelihood of formal employment. These results support my 
hypothesis 1b. Women using institutional childcare services have larger odds of working 
in the formal economy than women using informal childcare services. Women with older
                                                          
16 So that I test the coefficient of survey year 1993 vs. the coefficient of survey year 1997, 
the coefficient of survey year 1997 vs. the coefficient of survey year 2000, so on so forth. 
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Figure 4.2 Period Effects (Survey Year) on the likelihood of Labor force Participation (Model 1, Model 2a, Model 2b) and Formal
Employment (Model 3, Model 4a, Model 4b). Wald Tests on Coefficents of Each Survey Year, in Comparison with the Preceding Year.
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children are less likely to be non-employed, but the age of the youngest child does not have 
a significant effect on women’s informal employment in comparison with formal 
employment.  
Age does not change women’s likelihood of non-employment, although it has a 
marginal effect on women’s informal employment. Women with more than high school 
education benefit from higher human capital: they are more likely to work in the formal 
economic sector, enjoying higher wages and better job benefits. Those with primary school  
or less education have a higher risk of non-employment or informal employment. Living 
with spouse at home does not change women’s participation in the formal or informal 
economy, maybe due to the still prevailing gendered division of labor inside the family. 
Living with parents or in-laws increases women’s likelihood of formal employment. 
Compared with rural residents, women living in urban areas are more likely to work 
formally than informally or non-employed. The odds for urban women to work informally 
instead of formally are 0.21 (𝑒−1.55) times as high as the same odds for rural women; the 
odds for urban women to be non-employed are 0.62 (𝑒−0.48) times as high as the same odds 
for rural women. Urban residents may have lower labor force participation rates than rural 
women (indicated by Model 1, Model 2a and Model 2b), but they have better chance to 
work in the formal economy with higher income and better job security. There is clearly 
an urban-rural divide in women’s participation in different economic sectors. 
Model 4a examines women with children under three years old. Compared with 
women caring children themselves, women using institutional childcare out of the home 
are substantially less likely to work informally or be non-employed: the odds for women 
using institutional childcare services to work informally instead of formally ar e 
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Table 4.3 Estimates from Multinomial Logit Models for Dependent Variable Informal Employment, CHNS 1991-2011      
    Model 3: All Children 
 
Model 4a: Children under 3   Model 4b: Children over 3 but under 6   
Formal Employment (Ref)  Formal Employment (Ref)  Formal Employment (Ref)   
Informal 
Employment 
Non-employment 
 
Informal 
Employment 
Non-employment 
 
Informal 
Employment 
Non-employment 
 
  B SE B SE   B SE B SE   B SE B SE 
Childcare Arrangements (Ref: Cared only by mothers)   
 
    
 
   
 Institutional Childcare -0.72*** (0.14) -1.03*** (0.16)  -1.55*** (0.33) -2.38*** (0.51)  -0.68*** (0.17) -0.89*** (0.16) 
 Only Informal Childcare  -0.35* (0.18) -0.82*** (0.22)  -0.48 (0.33) -1.01** (0.37)  -0.20 (0.23) -0.41 (0.32) 
Age of Youngest Child  -0.04 (0.05) -0.29*** (0.05)           
Age 0.03Ϯ (0.02) 0.02 (0.02)  -0.04 (0.02) -0.04 (0.03)  0.04* (0.02) 0.03 (0.02) 
Educational Attainment (Ref: Junior High School)             
 Primary School and under 1.29*** (0.21) 0.91*** (0.24)  1.18*** (0.37) 0.79
Ϯ (0.46)  1.34*** (0.24) 1.01*** (0.28) 
 Senior High or Vocational -1.04*** (0.13) -1.43*** (0.20)  -1.17*** (0.23) -1.45*** (0.27)  -1.01*** (0.14) -1.40*** (0.25) 
 College and above -2.48*** (0.21) -3.25*** (0.31)  -2.38*** (0.34) -2.97*** (0.35)  -2.66*** (0.32) -3.80*** (0.60) 
Spouse at Home -0.02 (0.22) -0.38 (0.27)  0.06 (0.30) -0.15 (0.36)  -0.16 (0.27) -0.59
Ϯ (0.34) 
Region of Living (Ref: Rural) -1.55*** (0.19) -0.48** (0.16)  -1.25*** (0.29) -0.63* (0.25)  -1.66*** (0.23) -0.25 (0.21) 
Coresidency -0.27Ϯ (0.14) -0.54** (0.18)  -0.75* (0.30) -0.80** (0.29)  -0.07 (0.14) -0.43
Ϯ (0.24) 
Survey Year (Ref: 1991)               
 1993 0.18 (0.21) 0.48 (0.46)  0.54 (0.36) 1.05 (0.89)  0.18 (0.17) 0.57 (0.44) 
 1997 0.96*** (0.22) 1.32** (0.47)  0.74
Ϯ (0.38) 2.28* (0.98)  1.06*** (0.26) 1.11* (0.55) 
 2000 1.16*** (0.23) 1.88*** (0.43)  1.60*** (0.26) 2.77** (0.90)  1.17*** (0.25) 1.84*** (0.49) 
 2004 1.44*** (0.29) 3.20*** (0.41)  2.82*** (0.42) 4.46*** (0.89)  0.96** (0.37) 2.99*** (0.47) 
 2006 1.67*** (0.26) 3.10*** (0.43)  1.95*** (0.39) 4.03*** (0.88)  1.69*** (0.33) 3.08*** (0.48) 
 2009 1.90*** (0.32) 3.65*** (0.44)  ---- ---- ---- ----  1.29*** (0.30) 2.96*** (0.44) 
 2011 2.05*** (0.21) 3.69*** (0.38)  2.68*** (0.35) 4.95*** (0.87)  1.99*** (0.33) 3.45*** (0.46) 
Constant 0.67 (0.53) 0.22 (0.76)   1.98* (0.80) 0.09 (1.23)   0.33 (0.76) -1.39Ϯ (0.84) 
Log-likelihood  -1910.75  -649.73  -1184.97 
Chi2 9044.30  1668.49  3693.61 
Pseudo R2 0.2432  0.2123  0.2486 
N 2520   784   1665 
Source: Self Calculation using China Health and Nutrition Survey, Waves 1991 to 2011.   
Model 4a does not include wave 2009 because there is no observation with children under three years old working formally in year 2009.   
Note: *** p<0.001, ** p<0.01, * p<0.05, Ϯp<0.1          
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0.21 times (𝑒−1.55) as high as the odds for women caring children themselves; the odds for 
women using institutional childcare services to be non-employed instead of formally 
employed are only 0.09 times (𝑒−2.38) as high as the odds for women caring children 
themselves. Women using informal childcare as the only childcare services out of the home 
are also less likely to be non-employed (odds equal 𝑒−1.01 = 0.36), but using informal 
childcare does not increase their chances of formal employment. Childcare provided by 
kinship or neighbors might have time/location constraints or have lower quality than 
institutional childcare, limiting women to work in a full-time schedule. As a comparison, 
Model 4b examines women with children above three years old but under six years old. 
Similar to women with under three-year-old children, usage of institutional childcare 
increases formal employment of women with children in the three to six age group. Using 
informal childcare as the only childcare services outside the home does not have an impact 
on women’s employment. This suggests the importance of institutional childcare to women 
with children in both age groups: nurseries, public or private childcare centers not only 
help women to participate in the labor force but also secure their positions in jobs with 
higher payments and better security. The positive effects of informal childcare services are 
much more limited: childcare provided by extended families/neighbors support women’s 
labor force participation only when institutional childcare is uncommon, for example, when 
children are under three years old and the childcare programs are rare. In addition, women 
co-residing with parents or in-laws are less likely to work informally or be non-employed 
when their children are under three years old, but such positive coresidency effect is no 
longer significant (or only marginally significant) for women with older preschoolers. This 
trend confirms the importance of informal care provided by kinship, but only when women 
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lack access to formal and institutional childcare services. I accept my hypothesis 2b that 
using informal childcare increase women’s likelihood of formal employment for those with 
children under three years old. Such positive effect of informal childcare is less prominent 
for women with children more than three years old. 
Model 3, Model 4a and Model 4b indicate a negative period effect on women’s 
formal employment. Compared with women in 1991, after 1997 women are significantly 
more likely to work in the informal economy or be unemployed than work in the formal 
economy. Figure 4.2 shows the significance of the coefficient of each survey year in 
comparison with its preceding year, confirming an expanding negative period effect on 
women’s formal employment from the early 1990s to mid-2000s. Such negative period 
effect continues in the late 2000s. Without state advocated gender-equal policies in the 
workplace and public subsidized childcare programs in the society, employment—
especially employment with good payments and secure job protections—is more and more 
challenging for women with preschool-aged children, intensifying the difficulties of 
balancing work and family for women in the early period of motherhood. These findings 
are consistent with hypothesis 3b that market reform intensifies the negative effect of 
childcare on women’s participation in the formal economy.  
CONCLUSION AND DISCUSSION 
 Findings in this chapter confirm the significance of childcare arrangements on 
women’s employment and their participation in different economic sectors. Institutional 
childcare increases women’s likelihood of labor force participation and secures their 
positions in jobs with higher payments and better welfares.  Informal childcare enhances 
women’s labor force participation, but its effect on women’s formal employment is less 
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prominent. Women tend to prefer institutional childcare services when they are available, 
relying on informal childcare only lack of institutional childcare programs. Gender and 
welfare relationship are so intertwined that it is critical to incorporate family to the study 
of Chinese women’s labor market performances.  
 Model results uniformly confirm an increasing significant negative period effect on 
women’s labor force participation and their involvement in the formal economy, consistent 
with the decoupling of kindergartens from welfares of the state-owned enterprises and the 
decline of state support of childcare programs. It demonstrates the significance of shifts in 
the state-level social policies on the family to work relationship during the market transition. 
Not just the provision of gender-equal policies facilitates women’s employment, but the 
retreat of state support on social welfares leads to deteriorations in women’s labor market 
situations. Institutions that are critical to women’s employment, such as the family, the 
market environment, the state policy, and the perspectives of gender ideology, are not static 
and never-changing. As the Chinese case indicates, they embedded in the tradition and 
structure of local societies which could not only change, but change easily.  
 Good quality and accessible childcare not only benefits the development of children 
but also the economic independence and career development of mothers. The distribution 
of childcare services in contemporary China is highly unequal, tilting toward wealthy urban 
residents while migrants and rural women are left behind. Market economy brings more 
job opportunities and rapid economic growth to the Chinese people, but Chinese women 
with young children do not share the growth as much as their male or single counterparts. 
They are the group paying the labor market price of marriage and motherhood. Both the 
virtues of family and work have changed in the post-socialist reform. Women’s 
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increasingly disadvantaged positions in the labor market are consequences of the 
interaction among family, state and the market. These findings prompt further work, ideally 
incorporating more longitudinal data, to combine an intersectional perspective for a better 
understanding of women’s economic activities in the market transition. 
The linkage between childcare provision and Chinese women’s employment 
implies possible outcomes of China’s low fertility crisis. China’s total fertility rate is below 
1.6 since the 1997, which stays at a low level in recent years of market transition (World 
Bank 2016), despite a partial relaxation of the one-child policy at the end of 2013, and the 
total abandonment of the policy in 2015. The TFRs of the urban Chinese population have 
fallen even further to a level between 0.8 and 1.3, based on varying data sources, which are 
close to that of Hong Kong and Tokyo (Zhao 2015). McDonald (2000) argued that a high 
level of female educational attainment and market employment, in combination with highly 
gendered divison of household labor and childcare would end up with very low fertility 
rate. Labor market structure per se is not directly linked to fertility, but the interaction 
between gender-role ideology and labor market regulations has significant impact on 
women’s fertility level. Post-industrial countries that advocate women’s employment 
opportunities while still regarding women as the natural caregivers tend to end up with 
very low total fertility rates (such as Japan and South Korea) (Brinton and Lee 2016). 
Although Chinese women gained access to mass education and mass labor force 
participation in the pre-reform era, the Chinese “gender revolution” in the socialist era 
never altered gender relations in the private sphere of family and traditional gender norms 
where women are still the primary caregivers. As the government retreats from its 
commitment to the socialist gender-equal policies in the workplace, women are naturally 
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expected to take over the task of caring which they used to share with the state. If the 
Chinese government does not provide greater protection for women in the labor market 
and better support for the caring of children, China’s TFR will be very unlikely to recover 
to a near-replacement level. 
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CHAPTER 5: 
CONCLUSION AND DISCUSSION 
In this dissertation, I present a comprehensive study of the ways how Chinese 
women seek to balance family and work obligations during the market transition from 1991 
to 2011. I study marriage, motherhood, and childcare arrangements along Chinese 
women’s life course in a period of rapid economic growth and institutional re-structuring, 
attempting to map the process as well as the mechanisms that affect women’s employment 
during the post-state socialist transition. I examine trends in women’s participation in the 
labor force, and their involvement in the informal economy—jobs marked by long working 
hours, low wages, and little benefits. In the process of transitioning from a planned 
economy to a market-oriented economy, the gender equality legacies in the socialist era 
largely evaporate. Family obligations erode women’s labor force participation and 
economic well-being in the context of declining state support of gender-equal policies in 
the workplace. By analyzing trends in women’s employment over time, I illustrate the 
institutional causes and consequences of women’s labor market attainment during Chinese 
market transition.  
I find a negative marriage effect on women’s labor force participation, one that is 
significant only at the beginning period of marriage transition and independent of family 
obligations related to childrearing. For women who are already employed, marriage does 
not necessarily lower their participation in the formal economy. The conflicts between 
family and work that raised by marriage impede women’s employment only in a short 
period.   
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In addition, there is a negative motherhood effect on women’s participation in the 
labor force and formal employment, which varies by the age of the youngest child. Women 
with nursery age children (age 0 to 2) exert the strongest negative motherhood effect on 
the probability of their employment. This negative motherhood effect gradually disappears 
as children reach school age. Motherhood per se does not segregate women into different 
spheres of economic sectors, but having very young children increases women’s 
probability of opting out of the labor force or formal employment. Women with recent birth 
are the group suffering most of the negative motherhood effect on their employment.  
A closer look at the employment of women with pre-school aged children indicates 
the significance of childcare arrangements on women’s employment and their participation 
in different economic sectors. Institutional childcare increases women’s likelihood of labor 
force participation and secures their positions in jobs with higher payments and better 
welfares. Informal childcare enhances women’s labor force participation, but its effect on 
women’s formal employment is less prominent. Women tend to prefer institutional 
childcare services when they are available, relying on informal childcare only when in lack 
of institutional childcare programs. Since Chinese government ceased to subsidize 
childcare programs from the early 1990s, access to good quality childcare becomes 
increasingly unequal, tilting toward wealthy urban resident. The unequal distribution of 
childcare services only intensifies conflicts between family and work.    
Findings in effects of marriage, motherhood and childcare arrangements on 
women’s employment uniformly confirm an increasing significant negative period effect 
on women’s labor force participation and their involvement in the formal economy, which 
expands from the mid-1990s to the mid- or late- 2000s. This negative period effect is 
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consistent with the decline of family-friendly policies in the workplace and the shrinkage 
of government support on public childcare programs. Marketization deteriorates women’s 
positions in the labor market in general, as women receive fewer employment opportunities 
and lower payments in the larger economy. When a woman gets married, gives birth, or 
takes care of a young child, her situation in the labor market only gets worse. Marketization 
intensifies the family and work conflict: it is increasingly difficult for women to balance 
their work and family as the market reform progresses.   
Future research could advance this study in several ways. Due to the lack of work 
history data in the CHNS dataset, I am not able to track women’s employment trajectories 
along the life course. I cannot tie women’s employment status to the employment of their 
spouses due to the same reason. Future research could apply a longitudinal dataset with full 
work history to the study so that it can match every change in women’s employment 
trajectories with the income level or employment status of the spouses. A full work history 
data could also expand the usage of birth history data as I can link women’s employment 
patterns with the age of their children along the life course, examining shifting childcare 
demands in a longitudinal manner. Incorporating more measures, such as family income or 
financial status could provide additional information on women’s work patterns since 
women’s employment decisions are likely made at the household level. The provincial-
level percentage of state-owner enterprise or variations of family-planning and childcare 
subsidy policies in the local cities/counties might also contribute to possibilities of 
women’s labor force participation, and are worth exploring. Adding indicators at the 
county level or provincial level will advance the current study so that more variations at 
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the individual level and higher levels can be incorporated into the discussion of Chinese 
women’s employment.  
Research on societies in a low fertility context such as South Korea, Japan, and 
Taiwan show that women form an M-shaped pattern of labor force participation that 
decreases at the time of marriage and childbirth and then recovers at children’s school age 
(Brinton 2001). My dissertation suggests that Chinese women experience a more complex 
work patterns in a low-fertility country undergoing rapid population aging. It starts from a 
high female labor force participation after graduation, decreases shortly after marriage and 
childbirth, recovers at children’s age for kindergartens, goes up at children’s age for high 
school, and goes down in their mid-40s due to the early retirement policy for women. For 
those women who still work upon marriage and childbirth, they are more likely to work in 
longer hours, get lower wages, but receive little job benefits.  
China’s total fertility rate is below 1.6 since the 1997, which continues to drop in 
recent years of market transition (World Bank 2016). Compared with women in other East 
Asia countries within the low fertility contexts, having fewer children in China is not only 
because of women’s individual-level lower fertility intention, but also due to a lack of state-
level structural support needed to provide care for preschool aged children. The price of 
having a child has changed after Chinese economic reform. When the government retreats 
from the provision of social welfares and the employers openly prefer men and single 
women in the labor market to minimize costs of maternity and childcare, it is married 
women and mothers of young children pay the labor market price of marriage and 
motherhood.  
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The work patterns of Chinese women in the reform era confirm the multi-
institutional relationships among gender, family, state and market in determining women’s 
employment. The increasing negative period effect demonstrates the significance of shifts 
in the state-level social policy on the family to work relationship during the market 
transition. Not just the provision of gender-equal policies facilitates women’s employment, 
but the retreat of state support on social welfares leads to deteriorations in women’s labor 
market situations. Institutions that are critical to women’s employment, such as the family, 
the market environment, the state policy, and the perspectives of gender ideology, are not 
static and never-changing. They embedded in the tradition and structure of local societies 
which could not only change, but change easily. As the Chinese case indicates, the state 
policy on gender equity, the orientation of the economy, the mainstream gender norms, and 
the boundary of family obligations could change in a relatively short period, resulting in a 
detrimental effect on women’s economic well-being.  
The pursuit of gender equity in the division of labor inside the family and the 
protection of women’s right in the workplace require changes in gender ideology and an 
attempt in political mobilization. Although Chinese women gained access to mass 
education and mass labor force participation in the pre-reform era, the Chinese “gender 
revolution” in the socialist era never altered gender relations in the private sphere of family 
and traditional gender norms. As the government retreats from its commitment to the 
socialist ideology of gender equity in the workplace, there has been a resurgence of 
traditional patriarchal values in the society, contributing to women’s disadvantages in the 
economy. In the study of gender and work in the post-socialist era Central Europe and 
Russia, Glass (2005) points out that without real changes in the sexual division of labor in 
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the home and family, “gender equity” that women used to enjoy in the socialist era was 
tenuous at best. To fully enjoy the work opportunities and economic growth in the reform 
era, there needs to be a political mobilization for gender equity. “[h]ad a political 
mobilization occurred around issues important for women’s labor market advancement, 
including welfare state policy and labor market regulations” (Glass 2005: 157), there could 
be a different gendered outcome of the market transition. Glass’s observation also applies 
to the Chinese case. Chinese women need narratives in the gender ideology that advocating 
protective legislations on gender equity, a strong enforcement against gender-based 
discrimination, and generous social welfares to support childbearing and childrearing. A 
strong feminist awareness and a committed political mobilization are necessary to counter 
women’s disadvantaged positions in contemporary China.  
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APPENDIX A: 
DESCRIPTIVE STATISTICS FOR WOMEN AGED 18 TO 52, CHNS 1991-2009 VS. CHNS 2011 
 
      Survey Year 
      1991-2009  2011 
      Total    Percentage   Total   Percentage  
Dependent Variable     
 Participating in Labor Force     
  Yes         1,741           72.36        2,218             72.63  
  No            665            27.64             836             27.37  
 Informal Employment      
  Formally Employed          679           28.37             596             19.61  
  Informally Employed       1,049           43.84         1,611             52.92  
  Not Working           665           27.79             836             27.46  
     (N=2,393)    (N=3044)   
Independent Variable     
 Motherhood Status (With children)         2,147            89.24          2,893             94.73  
 Age of the Youngest Child (N=5,019)     
  Nursery Age: 0 - 2           354            16.61             359             12.43  
  Kindergarten Age: 3 - 5           316            14.83             291             10.08  
  Compulsory Education Age: 6 -14           797            37.40             845             29.26  
  High School Age: 15 - 17           259            12.15             304             10.53  
  College Age and Above: 18 +           405            19.01          1,089             37.71  
     (N=2,131)   (N=2,888)   
Control Variable     
 Age of Women at Most Recent Birth             26   (4.53)               27   (4.71)  
 Educational Attainment     
  Primary School and Under           598            24.85             757             24.79  
  Junior High School        1,057            43.93          1,179             38.61  
  Senior High School or Vocational           612            25.44             663             21.71  
  College and Above           139              5.78             455             14.90  
 School Enrollment             44             1.83               49              1.60  
 Spouse at Home        2,106            87.53          2,710             88.74  
 Coresidence        1,041            43.27             972             31.83  
 Elderly Care           223              9.27             466             15.26  
 Region of Living (Urban)        1,469            61.06          1,599             52.36  
 Birth Cohort     
  1940-1944            21              0.87   ---   ---  
  1945-1949             83             3.45   ---   ---  
  1950-1954           179             7.44   ---   ---  
  1955-1959           315            13.09               24              0.79  
  1960-1964           432            17.96             699             22.89  
  1965-1969          485            20.16             711             23.28  
  1970-1974           394            16.38             638             20.89  
  1975-1979           301            12.51             406             13.29  
  1980-1984           134             5.57             344             11.26  
  1985-1989             61             2.54             208              6.81  
  1990-1993              1              0.04               24              0.79  
Total            2,406           3,054    
Standard Deviation in parenthesis.     
Source: China Health and Nutrition Survey, 1991 to 2011.  
